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I N T RO D U C T I O N

uman rights are undeniably a central dimension of international affairs
today. To an unprecedented degree, government and corporate policy as well
as social and political activism are being conducted in their name. Ironically,

at the same time, human rights activism is failing to resonate with, or even reach,
communities where it could make an important difference. Despite the dedicated and
fruitful efforts of human rights professionals around the world, many social justice
advocates in local communities either have never known the promise of human rights
or have become disillusioned about it. Often, the human rights movement is stigma-
tized; people view it as a “top down” process, imposed by international lawyers and
human rights professionals who are out of touch with local realities.

The purpose of the human rights regime is to promote and protect vital human
interests. But this purpose cannot be realized if the work of human rights practiced
by the international community continues to have limited popular legitimacy. The
problem does not appear to be a difference in fundamental norms across cultures.
Rather, it is often a question of the international human rights movement’s having
priorities that neither adequately reflect local needs nor take full stock of the exper-
tise of people on the ground. 

The essays that follow, written by local advocates from different regions of the
world, give voice to this concern and shed light on why this is so. Chidi Anselm
Odinkalu argues that the human rights movement in Africa lacks accountability to its
constituency as a result of domination by local elites and organizations dependent
upon Northern countries. Dimitrina Petrova questions whether human rights have
lost all meaning for those whose lives were damaged in the wake of the Western
alliance’s military campaign in the Balkans. Carlos Basombrío explains that for many
Latin Americans, the notion of human rights is unpopular because it is seen as
upholding the rights of terrorists and criminals while failing to address the pervasive
problem of crime. Bahey El Din Hassan discusses the dominant concern of many
Arabs with collective rights rather than notions of human rights they associate with
the West, a preference that stems from a deep sense of having been wronged by the
West.

From these essays, the image of the “human rights box” emerges. The human
rights box is a set of historical and structural circumstances that enables the human
rights framework to gain currency among elites while limiting advances, and even cre-
ating setbacks, among the general population. Metaphorically, the box contains a
C o n t i nued on page 3
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To Our Readers:

In 1999 Cambridge University Press published The East
Asian Challenge for Human Rights, m a rking the finale of
the first phase of the Carnegie Council’s Human Rights
I n i t i a t ive. The centerpiece of the Initiative was a mu l t i-
year re s e a rch and dialogue project entitled “The Grow t h
o f East Asia and Its Impact on Human Rights,” wh i ch
was structured around a series of t h ree intern a t i o n a l
wo rkshops held in Asia. Drawing upon ideas raised at
these wo rk s h o p s, the Council produced eleven issues of
Human Rights Dialog u e.

With this issue of Dialogue, we launch the second phase
of our Human Rights Initiative, as we move from a regional
focus on East Asia to a global one. In this issue we examine
the barriers that prevent a broad cross-section of people
f rom embracing and benefiting from human rights.
Subsequent installments in this series will probe these barri-
ers in detail and suggest ways to overcome them.

Human Rights Dialogue is distinctive in that it address-
es topics through the eyes of actors around the world who
have the greatest stake in the future of the human rights
movement. It features local voices that are rarely heard, pro-
viding testimony of what happens when intern a t i o n a l
human rights law confronts realities on the gro u n d .
Dialogue is designed not to impose a particular point of
view, but to provide opportunities for constructive debate
and scholarly exploration of human rights around the
world. Dialogue aims to fill a crucial gap in human rights
analysis: the need for empirical information that illuminates
how people prioritize and give meaning to human rights in
varied cultural, political, and socio-economic contex t s.
Each issue focuses on a particular topic framed by an intro-
duction by the editors.

A rt i cles in D i a l ogue will also highlight the implications
o f the testimonies fe a t u red within its pages for human
rights policy, advo c a cy, and sch o l a r s h i p. In the new
Responses section, academics, policy m a ke r s, pra c t i t i o n e r s,
locally based actors, and other readers concerned with
human rights are invited to engage in active dialogue with
the contribu t o r s, debating ideas, responding to ex p e r i e n c e s,
and introducing ap p ro a ch e s. In this way D i a l ogue p rov i d e s
an international forum for a lively and evolving discussion
o f the human rights fra m ewo rk and how it can better serve
people eve ry wh e re .

We look forward to your participation.

—Joanne Bauer, project director

HUMAN RIGHTS INITIATIVE ADVISORY BOARD

Carnegie Council on Ethics and International Affairs

PRESIDENT: Joel H. Rosenthal

VICE PRESIDENT FOR FINANCEAND ADMINISTRATION:  Eva Becker

DIRECTOR, PUBLICATIONS: Deborah Field Washburn

EDITORIAL ASSOCIATE:  Laura Brahm

DESIGNAND PRODUCTION:  Marieke Cassia Gartner

CIRCULATION: Deborah Carroll

Human Rights Dialogue expresses a range of views. The articles
published here reflect the opinions of the authors and not those
of the Carnegie Council.

Founded in 1914 by Andrew Carnegie, the Carnegie Council on
Ethics and International Affairs is an independent, nonpartisan,
nonprofit organization dedicated to research and education in the
field of ethics and international affairs.

Copyright © 2000 Carnegie Council on Ethics and International
Affairs, a publicly supported organization of the type described
under section 509(a)(1) and 170(b)(1)(A)(vi) of the Internal
Revenue Code. Editorial and Business Offices: 170 East 64th St,
New York, NY 10021–7496; tel: (212) 838-4120; fax: (212) 752-
2432; Internet: http://www.cceia.org

Send Us Your Response
E n g a ge in D i a l og u e—write to the editors about
the articles in this issue for our Responses sec-
t i o n , to be launched in the Spring 2000 D i a l og u e.

Send your comments befo re Feb r u a ry 7, 2000, to: Roger Duthie,
Human Rights Initiative, Carnegie Council on Ethics and Intern a-
tional Aff a i r s, 170 East 64th Street, New Yo rk, NY 10021-7496;
fax: (212) 752-2432; e-mail: rd u t h i e @ c c e i a . o rg. We re gret that we
will not be able to publish each response. Please limit yo u r
response to 400 wo rd s. We re s e r ve the right to edit text as neces-
s a ry. Be sure to include your name and contact info rm a t i o n ,
though only your name and home city will appear in publ i s h e d
c o m m e n t s.

Peter R. Baehr
Carlos Basombrío
Ann Blyberg
Clarence J. Dias
Peter H. Juviler
Benedict Kingsbury

Stephen P. Marks
Chidi Anselm Odinkalu
Dimitrina Petrova
Edwin Rekosh
Loretta J. Ross
Mohammed El Sayed Sai’d



H U M A N  R I G H T S  D I A L O G U E 3

Why More Africans Don’t Use Human Rights
Language
BY CHIDI ANSELM ODINKALU, senior legal officer, INTERIGHTS, London, UK

he anti-apartheid and anti-colonial independence movements in Africa, along
with the American civil rights movement, are examples of successful human
rights initiatives that gained a popular following. They tell us that the real-

ization of human rights is an inclusive enterprise. Throughout history, the protection
of human rights has been won by struggle, and struggle requires mobilization. The
process of mobilization validates the movement, connecting it with the needs of the
people and earning their commitment. To be successful, such struggles must be biased
without being unfair and political without being wedded to a particular party.
However, it is the practice of today’s human rights organizations to claim to be
“impartial,” “unbiased,” “neutral,” and “non-political.” Fashionable though they
may be, and donor-friendly though they certainly are, such expressions do not
describe the complex realities of the struggle for human rights in Africa.

Africa is living through a human rights crisis and a crisis for human rights. It is
impossible to locate any African country in which the hope held out by the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), or any of the standards that have mush-
roomed under it, is not habitually assaulted by a combination of abuse of public
power, private privilege, and resulting popular destitution. 

While Africa’s human rights problems are immense, even ubiquitous, most of
our people do not describe their problems in human rights terms. Many communities
and groups involved in social justice movements and initiatives in Africa are reluctant
to make the Universal Declaration, or language inspired by it, their mascot or medi-
um. To seek to explain this by reference to the high illiteracy level in Africa—itself a
denial of several human rights—is to avoid the problem. Nor is it enough to wish this
alienation away by inveighing against the unfortunate historical fact, true though it
is, that Africa was hardly represented when the Universal Declaration was negotiated
or adopted. After all, the struggle for independence in Africa predated the UDHR and
remains, with the anti-apartheid campaign, the most popular and successful human
rights movement known to African peoples. Although in some African languages
there is no direct equivalent to the phrase “human rights,” neither the notion of jus-
tice that underlies human rights nor the experience of struggle to realize these rights
is unknown to Africa. 

A F R I C A  I S  L I V I N G  T H RO U G H  A  H U M A N  R I G H T S  C R I S I S
A N D  A  C R I S I S  F O R  H U M A N  R I G H T S .

What then explains the current crisis of human rights and the re t reat from the human
rights paradigm as an engine of s t r u ggle? The search for an understanding of this crisis
begins with an examination of the evolution and practices of the organizations and insti-
tutions that espouse the protection of human rights around Africa.

In Africa, the realization of human rights is a very serious business indeed. In
many cases it is a life and death matter. From the child soldier, the rural dweller
deprived of basic health care, the mother unaware that the next pregnancy is not an
inexorable fate, the city dweller living in fear of the burglar, the worker owed several
months arrears of wages, and the activist organizing against bad government, to the
group of rural women seeking access to land so that they may send their children to
school with its proceeds, people are acutely aware of the injustices inflicted upon
them. Knowledge of the contents of the Universal D e cl a ration will hardly advance their 

C o n t i nued on page 4

u n iverse of options and opport u n i t i e s
for the few, while sealing off the va s t
m a j o r i t y. For instance, Larry Cox arg u e s
that the pursuit of human rights wo rl d-
wide has become a specialized pro fe s-
sion ch a racterized by an incre a s i n gl y
t e chnical language and ap p ro a ch that
h ave we a kened the concept’s mora l
p ower and popular appeal. Loretta Ro s s
points out that the U. S. gove rnment, cor-
p o rate media, and international human
rights organizations have so contro l l e d
the human rights discourse and age n d a
that most Americans fail to re c og n i z e
rights violations in their own backya rd. 

Despite their serious implications,
these observations of the human rights
m ovement from the academic, policy,
and practitioner communities have ye t
to be systematically analyzed and
a dd ressed in a public forum. The essay s
in this inaugural issue introduce, in
b road term s, the barriers to popular
identification with human rights in the
quest for social justice. Subsequent
issues in this series of D i a l ogue w i l l
ex p l o re how the practice of h u m a n
rights can enhance understanding of
and commitment to human rights ideals
a c ross all sectors of all societies. Each
issue will focus on a specific topic, such
as human rights litigation, humanitari-
an intervention, national human rights
c o m m i s s i o n s, the right to live in a secure
e nv i ronment, access to natura l
re s o u rc e s, corp o rate codes of c o n d u c t ,
c o n flict prevention and response, and
the corp o ratization of medicine. 

To open up or break down the wa l l s
o f the human rights box, the practice of
human rights needs to be re c o n f i g u re d
into a powerful tool of social ch a n ge ,
not a social tool of the powe r f u l .
Human Rights Dialogue will pursue this
goal in the course of exploring how
human rights wo rk can be more re s p o n-
s ive to vital human needs thro u g h o u t
the wo rld. v

T

Introduction
( c o n t i nued from page 1)



H U M A N  R I G H T S  D I A L O G U E4

condition. What they need is a movement
that channels these frustrations into
articulate demands that evoke responses
f rom the political pro c e s s. This the
human rights movement is unwilling or
unable to provide. In consequence, the
real life struggles for social justice are
waged despite human rights groups—not
by or because of them—by people who
feel that their realities and aspirations are
not adequately captured by human rights
organizations or their language. 

The current human rights move m e n t
in Africa—with the possible exception of
the wo m e n’s rights movement and faith-
based social justice initiative s — ap p e a r s
almost by design to exclude the part i c i p a-
tion of the people whose we l f a re it pur-
p o rts to advance. Most human rights
o rganizations are modeled after Nort h e rn
wa t ch d og orga n i z a t i o n s, located in an
urban area, run by a core manage m e n t
without a membership base (unlike Am-
nesty International), and dependent solely
on overseas funding. The most successful
o f these organizations only manage to
a ch i eve the equivalent status of a publ i c
p o l i cy think-tank, a re s e a rch institute, or a
specialized publishing house. With media-
d r iven visibility and a lifestyle to match ,
the leaders of these initiatives enjoy priv i-
l e ge and comfo rt, and progre s s ively grow
distant from a life of s t r u ggle. 

In the absence of a membership base,
t h e re is no constituency - d r iven obl i ga t i o n
or fra m ewo rk for popularizing the lan-
g u age or objectives of the group beyo n d
the community of i nwa rd-looking pro fe s-
sionals or careerists who run it. Instead of
being the curre n cy of a social justice or
c o n s c i e n c e - d r iven movement, “human
rights” has incre a s i n gly become the spe-
cialized language of a select pro fe s s i o n a l
c a d re with its own rites of p a s s age and
methods of c e rtification. Far from being
a badge of h o n o r, human rights activ i s m
i s, in some of the places I have observe d
it, incre a s i n gly a certificate of p r iv i l e ge. 

Pa rt of the responsibility for this sad
state of a ffairs lies with the overseas spon-

sors of our human rights orga n i z a t i o n s.
U n l i ke the groups they support, donor
agencies and philanthropies that fund
human rights wo rk are accountable to their
trust deeds and the laws of the countries (in
the North) wh e re they are incorp o ra t e d .
While ex h o rting national human rights
groups in Africa to think globally and act
l o c a l l y, these agencies think locally and act
gl o b a l l y. With overseas donors as sourc e s
o f re fe rence and accountab i l i t y, the only
o bl i gations local human rights groups have
a re re p o rting re q u i rements arising under
grant contracts wh e re these exist. The ra i-
son d’être of the African human rights
m ovement is primarily to fulfill such con-
t racts rather than to service a social obl i ga-
tion or constituency. Local human rights
groups exist to please the intern a t i o n a l
agencies that fund or support them. Local
p ro blems are only defined as potential pots
o f p roject cash, not as human ex p e r i e n c e s
to be resolved in just terms, thereby
delegitimizing human rights language and
ro bbing its ideas of popular ap p e a l .

T H E  H UM A N  R I GH T S  M OV E -
M E NT  I N  A F R I C A  E X CL UD E S
T H E  PA RT I C I PAT I O N  O F  T H E
P E O P L E  W HO S E  W E L FA R E  I T
P U R P O RT S  TO  A DVA N C E .

All this is not to say that we should
do away with the norms of human rights
or with groups that purport to promote
or defend them. Human rights norms
articulate values that are truly universal
and essential. Th e re is a distinction,
however, between human rights norms
and human rights institutions, which, as
organizations of human beings, are nec-
essarily imperfect. In an ideal world, we
can envisage human rights norms with-
out taking account of the deficiencies of
the groups that promote them. But no
such world exists.

Human rights organizations are pro b-
ably here to stay with their imperfe c t i o n s.
But they can do well to adopt the stra t e g i e s
and values of the successful social justice

m ovements of the past, such as popular
mobilization and incl u s iv i t y. People will
s t r u ggle for their rights whether or not the
l a n g u age of human rights is accessible to
them. But they will not build their struggl e
a round the notion of human rights unless
that language and those who wish to pop-
ularize it speak directly to their aspira t i o n s
and surviva l . v

Why More Africans Don’t Use
Human Rights Language
( c o n t i nued from page 3) 

Human Rights Dialogue 
Spring 2000

Human Rights Litigation 

Litigation is an increasingly prominent
tool of human rights implementation.
We see evidence of this in the new
European Court of Human Rights,
international war crimes tribunals,
groundbreaking suits against multi-
national corporations, and the head-
line-grabbing litigation against Gen-
eral Augusto Pinochet of Chile.

Human rights litigation is intend-
ed to achieve social justice for those
whose rights have been violated. But
does it? Are the values and interests
of the plaintiffs adequately represent-
ed? Are their grievances ultimately
heard and addressed? The upcoming
issue of Human Rights Dialogue will
feature the plaintiffs’ perspectives and
examine the local impact of human
rights litigation. Does it help affected
communities to mobilize or increase
awareness of human rights? Or does
the litigation process result in com-
munity factionalism, co-optation by
outside intere s t s , dashed expecta-
t i o n s , and long-term frustrations?
What can be done to achieve better
social justice outcomes?

R e n owned scholars, local activ-
i s t s , and plaintiffs in human rights
cases will add ress these questions in
the Spring 2000 issue of H u m a n
Rights Dialog u e in articles fro m
E c u a d o r, South A f r i c a , the United
S t a t e s , N i g e r i a , the Philippines, t h e
Czech Republic, and other countries.
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uman rights, as I understand
them, are the most fundamen-
tal re q u i rements for a fully

human life. Only the language of human
rights can adequately convey what is at
stake when essentials of human life, such
as dignity and freedom, are challenged.
Torture or denial of access to food are so
clearly in violation of what is vital to
human integrity and well being that any
other language—even that of constitu-
tional rights—seems inadequate to cap-
t u re the seriousness of the offe n s e .
Because the language locates these rights
in what is essentially human rather than
particular laws or customs, it also con-
veys the fact that the pro blem so
described transcends a particular culture
and society and is of universal impor-
tance and concern. 

Yet incre a s i n gl y, the term “human
rights” is being ch a l l e n ged. A common
criticism is that the term has been ap p l i e d
so often to so many pro blems that its
impact has been lost. Because human
rights are concerned only with what is
essential and fundamental, the language
sounds jarringly inap p ro p r i a t e — eve n
l u d i c ro u s — when applied to issues that do
not rise to this level, such as an increase in
t a xes or Internet porn ograp hy. Howeve r,
in the United States, and perhaps in most
c o u n t r i e s, it can hardly be argued that
human rights language is used too widely.
A more likely explanation for both its re l-
a t ive lack of application and its limited
p ower when used is that, as the human
rights effo rt has moved from a cause to a
p ro fessional care e r, it has incre a s i n gl y
e m p l oyed an excl u s ive, legalistic language
that fails to resonate with people’s live s
and daily struggl e s. Its link to what is
human and universal has been dimin-
ished, if not lost, and corre s p o n d i n gl y, so
h ave its power and ap p e a l .

I have growing doubts about wh e t h e r
the human rights language we now use
can be successful in capturing the imag i-

nation of a broad cross-section of p e o p l e .
In my experience, the incre a s i n gly lega l i s-
tic ap p ro a ch to human rights has ove r-
s h a d owed a moral ap p ro a ch, wh i ch fo r
me is what resonated early on. In the
1 9 7 0 s, when I had the good fo rtune to be
a part of Amnesty International befo re it
was a ve ry wide netwo rk, questions of
right and wrong fo rmed the dominant dis-
course. I was not a law ye r. It was not a
question of whether something violated
A rt i cle X of this covenant or that
c ovenant. It was that tort u re is wro n g.
S t a r vation is wro n g. It was a language of
m o ra l i t y, and it cap t u red people’s imag i-
nation and made the human rights move-
ment grow. Once human rights started to
become a specialist language that only
c e rtain people who had been to sch o o l
could access and only the ex p e rts could
i n t e rp ret corre c t l y, it lost the ability to
mobilize the vast majority of p e o p l e .

T H E  H U MA N R I GH T S  MOV E -
M E N T  HA S  N OT  K E P T  PAC E
W I T H  T H E  R A P I D LY  A N D
D R A M AT I CA L LY  C H A N G I N G
P O L I T I C AL  E N V I RO N M E N T.

Another equally formidable obstacle
to achieving broad-based support is the
o p e rational structure of the human
rights movement. Born in a colonial and
neo-colonial wo rld, the human rights
movement has not kept pace with the
rapidly and dramatically changing polit-
ical environment. While opposing colo-
nial structures and relationships substan-
tively, operationally the movement ini-
tially both mirrored and made use of
them. The human rights groups that
sought to work internationally in the
1970s were based in the North, although
they primarily focused their efforts on
documenting human rights abuses in the
South (and the East) to the exclusion of
violations in their own regions. A few
national organizations and many coura-
geous individuals provided the raw mate-
rial from the South for these Northern

o rga n i z a t i o n s. The Nort h e rn gro u p s
packaged this material into reports and
press releases, which were then owned by
the Northern groups and fed through the
media or international mechanisms (also
largely based in the North) to the gov-
ernments of the South and only occa-
sionally to their citizens. What is most
striking about this model is how natural
it seemed and how little critical notice
was taken of it except by repressive gov-
ernments. Perhaps this is because, given
the political re a l i t i e s, it was hard to
imagine an alternative. 

Today, however, we are in a different
situation. Where once there were scores
of national human rights groups around
the world, now there are thousands oper-
ating in every region and in almost every
country. The implications for promoting
human rights are profound and positive.
National and local groups are far better
placed to understand the social and
political context in which violations are
occurring and to devise ap p ro p r i a t e
strategies. They have a legitimacy that
external actors lack. Particularly when
they are rooted in local communities,
domestic groups are in a position to
mobilize social fo rces to ensure that
human rights laws and policies are put
not only in place but also into practice. 

None of this means that there is no
l o n ger a need for international wo rk. Fo r
myriad re a s o n s, ex t e rnal pre s s u re to
uphold international norms is still vital
and in some cases can be even more pow-
erful than pre s s u re from within. More-
ove r, because ex t e rnal actors are usually
re m oved from partisan domestic battles,
they can have a legitimacy and an author-
ity of their own. Groups in the North, of
course, also retain access to other powe r-
ful ex t e rnal fo rces that can be an impor-
tant part of an ove rall stra te gy, such as
we a l t hy gove rn m e n t s, mu l t inational insti-
t u t i o n s, and citizen action groups that can
e ffe c t ively organize boycotts and other 

C o n t i nued on page 6

Reflections on Human Rights at Century’s End
BY LARRY COX, program officer, Human Rights and International Cooperation Unit, The Ford Foundation, New York, USA*

H

* The views expressed in this article are solely those of
the author and do not reflect the analysis or positions
of the Ford Foundation.
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fo rms of consumer pre s s u re. Most
i m p o rtant of all, international wo rk
upholds the notion that human rights are
a matter of human and universal, not
national and particular, concern, thus
re a ff i rming in practice precisely wh a t
gives human rights norms their power.

The pro blem is that, although there is
n ow for the first time the possibility of
d eveloping human rights strategies that
t a ke into account both international and
national wo rk, the basic ove rall structure
o f the human rights movement does not
appear to have significantly changed.
I n t e rnational wo rk is still for the most part
the domain of groups located in the Nort h .
G roups in the South are still seen largely as
domestic partners or as “human rights
d e fenders” who are protected by those
doing international wo rk. The possibility
for groups outside We s t e rn Europe and the
United States either to set the intern a t i o n a l
agenda for human rights or even to infl u-
ence, as equal part n e r s, the strategies set by
i n t e rnational groups for their countries is
still ve ry limited. To ch a n ge this would take
a mu ch deeper commitment than curre n t l y
exists on the part of either donors or
NGOs to invest in travel, discussions, and
the alteration of old pattern s. 

N eve rt h e l e s s, there are some hopeful
s i g n s. New global move m e n t s — a ro u n d
s u ch issues as globalization, land mines,
and wo m e n’s rights—are successfully
a dd ressing barriers associated with colonial
l e gacies and the exc e s s ive pro fe s s i o n a l i z a-
tion of human rights. More Southern
groups are developing institutional mech a-
nisms that will amplify their voices and
i n c rease their capacity to provide leadership
on international strategies and age n d a s.
C e rtainly there is greater awa reness than
ever befo re that these pro blems must be
a dd ressed. The best way to start is to re c og-
nize how far we have to go and begin to
m ove actively towa rd the kind of ge nu i n e l y
popular and international human rights
m ovement that is now possible and as des-
p e rately needed as eve r. v

rime and street violence, while prevalent in most parts of the world, have
become an extreme and intractable problem in Latin America. The issue of
crime presents human rights advocates with challenges that must be
resolved if we are to build legitimacy for human rights principles.

Latin America is arg u ably the most violent region of the globe. The rates of mu r-
der in El Salvador are among the wo rl d ’s highest. In the Colombian city of Medellín an
ave rage of 30,000 people are mu rd e red eve ry ye a r. Ro bb e r s, kidnap p e r s, youth ga n g s,
and drug tra ff i ckers terrorize many cities. In Guatemala and Jamaica, for example, crime
has re a ched such levels that many see it as the major social pro blem, more pressing than
p ove rty or inequality. Citizens’ security throughout the region is becoming more and
m o re pre c a r i o u s. Even in Bolivia and Chile, wh i ch are among the countries of the re g i o n
with the lowest rates of c r i m i n a l i t y, citizens sense increasing dange r.

There is a general consensus among sociologists and criminologists regarding the
causes of crime in our region. These factors include rapid, large-scale urbanization
that is incapable of sustaining basic services; extreme inequalities between rich and
poor; a culture of violence carved from many years of internal wars; poverty, exclu-
sion, and lack of opportunity for young people; police abuse, corruption, and ineffi-
cacy; and the unimpeded availability of guns, drugs, and alcohol, including an over-
whelming presence in many cities of small-scale drug trafficking. While crime has
multiple causes, it has no easy solutions. Complementary strategies are required to
address it. Yet, the policy solutions implemented by governments are usually limited
to repression, increased penalties, and the building of new prisons.

Numerous human rights violations occur as a consequence of efforts to combat
crime, including police brutality, restrictive laws that curtail civil liberties, and the
militarization of the public order. Because the police in Latin America suffer from
lack of training, scarce resources, and, in some instances, complicity with criminals,
they frequently abuse and sometimes kill suspects. They almost always enjoy impuni-
ty from these acts because many segments of the public welcome such behavior as a
means of promoting a safer environment.

H OW  D O  W E  C O N T I NU E  TO  D E F E N D  B A S I C  H U M A N
R I G H T S  P R I NC I P LE S  W I T HO U T  L O S I N G  T H E  S U P P O RT  O F
T H E  C I T I Z E N  SE C TO R  T H AT  P E R C E I V E S  US  A S  PROT E C T -
IN G  C R I M I NA LS  I NS T E A D  O F  L AW- A BI D I N G  C I T IZ E NS ?

Wh e re the police have been outnu m b e red by criminals and street thugs, peo-
ple have organized to take the law directly into their own hands. While sometimes
highly effe c t ive in stopping criminals, their methods almost always contrave n e
basic principles of human rights; with no due process (in fact, no process at all),
t o rt u re and killing often result. For example, in the name of “ p e o p l e ’s justice”
and “social cleansing,” groups of vigilantes often kill ch i l d ren and teenagers in
poor and confl i c t - r i dden neighborhoods and with the complicity of many in the
c o m mu n i t y.

This pathology of fe a r, wh e re almost eve ryone feels that he or she could be
the next victim, allows the gove rnment and the competing political parties to eas-
ily manipulate the issue of crime and restrict rights. Many authorities in the
region argue 

C o n t i nued on page 8

Crime: A Latin American Challenge for Human
Rights
BY CARLOS BASOMBRÍO, deputy director, Instituto de Defensa Legal, Lima, Peru
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Human Rights in the Aftermath of Kosovo
BY DIMITRINA PETROVA, executive director, European Roma Rights Center, Budapest, Hungary

s we enter the twenty-first cen-
tury, human rights form one of
the dominant paradigms of our

world. But, in my region of the globe, I
h ave recently witnessed an alarm i n g
transformation in the political function
of human rights.

NATO’s intervention in Kosovo, in the
name of human rights, decimated whole
c o m munities throughout the Balkan
region. Yet the Western public was given
few opportunities by the international
media to sympathize with these commu-
nities. The besieged people of Serbia—
left without electricity, water, transporta-
tion, medicine, and food—were driven to
the brink of a humanitarian catastrophe.
The population of Montenegro was also
victimized, and the conditions of armed
conflict further exacerbated racist preju-
dice and persecution of the Ro m a
(Gypsies). Against the backdrop of war,
pogroms against the Roma were carried
out on a mass scale, including killing,
torture, abductions, looting, and rape.1

We in the Balkans wonder whether
the citizens of We s t e rn democra c i e s
s h a red our disgust when a NATO

spokesman in Brussels referred to the
previous day’s bombing in terms of a ten-
nis match: “We won the game, we are
about to win the set, we will surely win
the match.” 

Significant segments of the human
rights communities in both the West and
E a s t e rn Europe remained silent, con-
fused, and ineffective in influencing the
public debate on the Kosovo interven-
tion, insofar as such a debate even exist-
ed. To the extent that human rights orga-
nizations and activists took part, they
did not demonstrate the strength and
conviction expected of them on such a
critical issue.

I believe that initially the silence on
NATO’s bombing campaign from We s t-
e rn human rights groups re flected a

common fear that the status quo
imposed by Milosevic—an ethnically
cleansed Ko s ovo — would prevail and
M i l o s evic would be handed victory if
NATO stopped its offe n s ive. Many of u s
in Eastern Europe initially shared this
fear as well. But we soon came to believe
that if the bombing went on—and eve n
i f NATO completely reversed the ethnic
cleansing—the price of s u ch a victory
would be unjustifiably high: hundre d s
and pro b ably thousands of f u rt h e r
deaths and devastated live s. As the day s
passed, it ap p e a red to us that all that
m a t t e red to NATO was how to pro cl a i m
v i c t o ry, re ga rdless of human cost.
Th e re fo re, the continuation of m i l i t a ry
action could no longer be justified in the
name of human rights.

IN  THE PA S T, HUMAN RIGHTS
WORKED MORE EFFECTIVELY
AS A CHALLENGE TO OPPRES -
S IVE  POWER STRU C T U R E S .
TO DAY, THE HUMAN RIGHTS
DISCOURSE AND AG E N DA HAV E
G R A D UA L LY BEEN USURPED
BY GOVERNMENTS AND INTER-
G OV E R N M E N TA L O R G A N I Z A -
T I O N S .

Following the first week of NATO

bombing, dozens of human rights
activists in Eastern Europe were ques-
tioning the efficacy of continued military
strikes. But beyond reporting on human
rights violations, they made no public
statements. No one was speaking out on
what the Western alliance ought to do
next. Most human rights defenders did
not want to abandon the principle of
political neutrality required by standards
of professionalism. 

Th ree additional factors ove r-
whelmed the judgment of human rights
o rganizations in Eastern Europe. First,
many Eastern European states had
opted for NATO m e m b e r s h i p. Th e
human rights community in these coun-
tries was there fo re afraid of c o m p ro-

mising their re s p e c t ive national ch a n c e s
o f being admitted to the alliance if t h e y
criticized NATO. Second, the ve ry status
and jobs of most human rights activ i s t s
we re made possible by the ge n e ro u s
s u p p o rt of We s t e rn, and part i c u l a rl y
American, donors. Without their con-
t i nued support, the future of the human
rights movement in Eastern Euro p e
would be uncertain. Th i rd, the human
rights community in our region wa s
caught in the sinking ship of cold wa r
l og i c. Human rights activists fe a re d
that wh a t ever they said would im-
mediately place them in one of t wo
c a m p s — for or against NATO. If one is
against NATO, one sides with Russia and
China and there fo re is an enemy to
d e m o c ra cy.

By not speaking out, human rights
groups in Eastern Europe excl u d e d
t h e m s e l ves from the decision-making
p ro c e s s, leaving the question of wh e t h e r
to continue air strikes in the hands of
the military and political elites of NATO.
Their silence was in large part deter-
mined by the lack of leadership from the
m o re powerful and better- p o s i t i o n e d
i n t e rnational human rights groups in
the West. These groups seemed to be
m o re preoccupied with the possibl e
ways in wh i ch NATO could ex t r i c a t e
i t s e l f f rom Ko s ovo and save face than
with fo rmulating a consistent and con-
vincing human rights demand. Th e i r
criticism of NATO was moderate and
n ever included an appeal to stop the
bombing campaign.

Many human rights advo c a t e s,
myself included, were having a difficult
time deciding what position they should
take throughout the war in Kosovo. Most
of us believed that when an abusive gov-
ernment engages in gross and systematic
human rights violations, the internation-
al community must intervene, if neces-
sary, by military force. However, when
NATO’s intervention started to cause 

C o n t i nued on page 8
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Rights Center). 
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that basic rights, such as the presumption of
innocence, protection against tort u re, and
the right to be judged befo re civilian court s,
actually benefit criminals and allow them
to avoid punishment. At the national leve l
they are considering “tougher” laws aga i n s t
crime, wh i ch strip suspected criminals of
their civil rights. Some countries, such as
Peru, have already enacted such measure s. 

Another common mechanism to
fight crime in Latin America is to com-
mand the army to intervene. Historically,
the armed fo rc e s, and the doctrines of
national security they put into pra c t i c e ,
we re re s p o n s i ble for fighting crime and
t e r rorist acts. During the 1980s the
a rmed fo rces throughout the re g i o n
made a partial re t reat from their role of
c ivic policeman. Howeve r, today many of
the same democratic gove rnments that
sent the armed fo rces back to their bar-
ra cks are asking them to re t u rn to lead
the fight against the growing wave of
c r i m i n a l i t y. The social and political con-
sequences of this are easily pre d i c t abl e :
respect for rights, libert i e s, and democra-
tic institutions is abandoned and
replaced by authoritarianism. 

If it is so easy to recognize the con-
sequences of crime and the fight against
it, why is it so difficult to confront them?
Equally important rights are colliding.
On one side are the civil and political
rights that allow citizens to be protected
against abuses of the state, such as a judi-
cial process that guarantees everyone a
fair trial. On the other side, people have
the right to live in a secure environment,
with their lives and property protected
against other people’s aggression. The
problem is that a growing number of
people in Latin America believe that civil
and political rights can, if necessary, be
sacrificed to guarantee one’s right to live
in peace and in a secure environment.

This poses a terrible dilemma fo r
human rights advocates: how do we contin-
ue to defend basic human rights principles,
i n cluding the rights of suspects and crimi-
n a l s, while not losing the support of the cit-

izen sector that perc e ives us as pro t e c t i n g
criminals instead of l aw - abiding citizens?

Th e re are no easy answe r s. None-
t h e l e s s, we can begin to confront this dil-
emma by moving beyond a focus on po-
lice abuse and jail conditions and attend-
ing to the pro blem of crime itself, wh i ch
a ffects 95 percent of the populace.
M o re ove r, our ch a l l e n ge (a tre m e n d o u s
one) is to demonstrate that responses to
crime that do not observe human rights
n o rms not only do not solve the pro b-
lem, but usually worsen it by creating a
climate of greater fe a r, tension, and
human suffe r i n g. For instance, a father
o f a teenage daughter who has been
raped and who consequently support s
any measure wh a t s o ever against rap i s t s
should be wa rned that he may inadve r-
tently be creating the conditions for his
“suspicious” son to be arbitrarily detained
(or in some ex t reme cases “disap-
p e a red”) for noisily drinking with his
friends on the street corn e r.

OUR CHALLENGE IS TO
D E M O N S T R ATE T H AT RESPONSES
TO CRIME  T H AT DO NOT
O B S E RVE HUMAN R IGHTS
NORMS NOT ONLY DO NOT
S O LVE THE PRO B L E M , B U T
U S UA L LY WORSEN IT.

As the perception of i n s e c u r i t y
increases due to the rise of criminal acts
or the manipulation of the problem for
political reasons, the very idea that rights
are for everyone is questioned. Human
rights advocates must take this problem
seriously if our work is to avoid being
perceived as biased, or worse, ignored.
An important challenge for human rights
advocates in Latin America is to address
the problem of crime as it affects peo-
ple’s everyday lives and to champion their
right to a secure environment. We must
also convince people that such a right is
forfeited when we abandon other human
rights principles. v

Crime: A Latin American
Challenge for Human Rights
( c o n t i nued from page 6) 

severe human rights violations because
of an irresponsible strategy of bombing
from high-flying aircraft, we as human
rights defenders had a responsibility to
appeal for an immediate stop to the
bombing.

Human rights advocates failed to
m a ke human rights count during the
war in Ko s ovo. Their silence I fear is
i n d i c a t ive of an ongoing tra n s fo rm a-
tion of the political function of h u m a n
rights around the wo rld. In the past,
human rights wo rked more effe c t ive l y
as a ch a l l e n ge to power structure s,
o p p re s s ive re g i m e s, economic inequali-
t i e s, and various practices of c o r r u p-
tion. To d ay, citizens and their orga n i z a-
tions seem to be—through conscious
choice or not—less militant, less con-
f rontational, and more coopera t ive
with democratic gove rnments and
i n t e rg ove rnmental organizations than
they we re a decade ag o. I would arg u e
that this is because the human rights
discourse and agenda have gra d u a l l y
been usurped by gove rnments and
i n t e rg ove rnmental orga n i z a t i o n s. Th a t
g ove rnments have taken on human
rights is a sign of the great progre s s
made by the human rights move m e n t .
H oweve r, this progress is a doubl e -
e d ged swo rd. Nongove rnmental advo-
cates of human rights, especially in
d e m o c ratic and transitional societies,
a re less and less a fo rce of p rogre s s ive
social ch a n ge .

Th e re we re no easy solutions to
Ko s ovo. Neve rt h e l e s s, the NATO “ v i c t o-
ry” has had a deleterious effect on the
c redibility of human rights in the
B a l k a n s, wh e re human rights dis-
course was used to morally justify the
loss and destruction of thousands of
l ive s. For us in the Balkans, the human
rights language, paradigm, and call to
action have become pro bl e m a t i c. In
the aftermath of Ko s ovo, the soul of
human rights is in search of a new
embodiment. v

Human Rights in the Aftermath 
of Kosovo
( c o n t i nued from page 7) 
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The Credibility Crisis of International Human Rights in the Arab World*

BY BAHEY EL DIN HASSAN, d i re c t o r, Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies, Cairo, Egy p t

s do all peoples, Arabs embra c e
human rights when they under-
stand that their gr i evances arise

f rom violations of human rights and
m ay there fo re be re d ressed thro u g h
recourse to human rights law. Howeve r,
g ove rnment re p ression and nega t ive
p ro p aganda surrounding human rights
s eve rely restrict the Arab human rights
m ovement in our effo rt to promote this
m e s s age. The idea of human rights is
f u rther discredited when intern a t i o n a l
human rights organizations act without
s e n s i t ivity to Arab ex p e r i e n c e .

A perva s ive feeling of h aving been
historically wro n ged by the We s t
weighs heavily on the Arab collective
p s yche. Arabs of all cultural and politi-
cal back gro u n d s, from the ge n e ral pub-
lic to intellectuals, harbor re s e n t m e n t
over fo reign occupation, the destruction
o f I raq, the starvation of the Iraqi peo-
ple through the strictest economic
bl o ckade in history, and the impunity
g iven to aggre s s ive acts by Israel. Th i s
sense of injustice gives us cause to
i nvo ke human rights in the defense of
our collective rights. At the same time,
A rabs are averse to the human rights
f ra m ewo rk because We s t e rn gove rn-
ments use its rhetoric when defe n d i n g
s u ch policies. More ove r, many Arab s
p e rc e ive internationally re c og n i z e d
human rights as a We s t e rn import and
thus unsuitable for our societies.
O rganizations and individuals advo c a t-
ing human rights are thought to be car-
riers of an alien culture that aims to
s u b j u gate our societies and underm i n e
our belief in Islam. 

The challenge for the Arab human
rights movement is to disabuse people of
these notions and to accentuate the
importance of rights in people’s daily
lives. To do this, we must access the
broad-based media and use it effectively.

Yet, the governments and fundamentalist
groups that spread propaganda against
human rights monopolize the mosque,
radio, television, and press. We only have
limited leeway within the opposition
press to the extent that it is tolerated in
some Arab countries. But even then,
opposition parties distort the human
rights message to serve their political and
ideological ends, not to mention the fact
that half the population of many Arab
countries is illiterate.

C O N S I D E R A B L E
P RO G R E S S  C O U L D  H AV E
B E E N  M A D E  O N  H U M A N
R I G H T S  I S S U E S  I N  E G Y P T
H A D  I N T E R N AT I O N A L
H U M A N  R I G H T S  G R O U P S
F O R M U L AT E D  A  C O M M O N
S T R AT E G Y  W I T H  L O C A L
O R G A N I Z AT I O N S .

To counter nega t ive perceptions of
human rights, our movement mu s t
d e m o n s t rate to the public that its gr i ev-
ances can be re d ressed through human
rights advo c a cy. Unfo rt u n a t e l y, once
again, re p re s s ive gove rnment re g i m e s
stand in our way. Many Arab human
rights organizations are not legally re c-
ognized. Ju d i c i a ry bra n ches often do
not enjoy even limited independence
f rom the exe c u t ive. Th e re is fre q u e n t l y
no response when human rights orga n i-
zations fo r wa rd a citizen’s complaint to
an offending gove rnment bu re a u c ra cy.
This failure to deliver we a kens our
c redibility among our constituents.

This credibility pro blem can be
compounded when intern a t i o n a l
human rights gro u p s, wh i ch opera t e
away from the political, social, and cul-
t u ral context in wh i ch Arab human
rights violations occur, fail to consult
with local human rights orga n i z a t i o n s.
In the pre p a ration of their re p o rt s,
i n t e rnational human rights orga n i z a-
tions often rely on fo reign sourc e s.
They are based in the centers of i n t e r-

national power—London, Wa s h i n g t o n ,
N ew Yo rk, Pa r i s, Geneva—that many
A rabs associate with doubl e - d e a l i n g ,
d o u ble standard s, and the use of h u m a n
rights in the service of n a r row intere s t s.
When international human rights orga-
nizations ignore these re a l i t i e s, their
standing in the local Arab context is
d a m aged. But the moral standing of
local Arab orga n i z a t i o n s, along with
our ability to mobilize public opinion in
s u p p o rt of human rights, suffers eve n
greater setback s. 

To illustrate, I will use the case of
E gypt, but an example could be draw n
f rom any Arab country. In 1992, Human
Rights Wa t ch released a re p o rt on tor-
t u re in Egypt. It recommended that the
United States and the Euro p e a n
C o m munity suspend all bilateral aid
and loans until tort u re and pro l o n ge d
a r b i t ra ry detention ended. Such a
demand was not acceptable to the
E gyptian public, especially because it
p e rc e ived that the same criterion wa s
not applied to Israel, wh i ch has a noto-
rious re c o rd of t o rt u re and arbitra ry
detention in the occupied territories. 

In 1994, Amnesty International pub-
lished a re p o rt entitled “Human Rights
D e fenders under Th reat,” wh i ch docu-
mented the arrest and tort u re of a small
group of l aw yers who we re known fo r
d e fending Islamic political prisoners and
accused of h aving various other connec-
tions to armed Islamic gro u p s. Although
this was accurate, the gove rnment was not
specifically threatening any local human
rights orga n i z a t i o n s, despite the implica-
tions of the re p o rt ’s title. It was at that
point that our movement in Egypt start e d
to be subjected to “threat.” A month after
the re p o rt was released, authorities banned
a meeting of the local Amnesty ch apter in
E gypt and asked their re p re s e n t a t ives to
l e ave the country. The gove rnment ch a l-
l e n ged the legitimacy of l e gally re g i s t e re d
local human rights organizations and 

C o n t i nued on page 8
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* Based on a paper presented to a workshop at the First
International Conference of the Arab Human Rights
Movement, Casa blanca, April 23–25, 1999, as well as
“Reclaiming the Initiative,” by Rowaq Arabi, in CIHRS
Periodical Journal, April 1997.
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substantially sharpened their tone in their
dealings with local groups as we l l .

C o n s i d e rable progress could have
been made on human rights issues in
E gypt during these years had intern a-
tional human rights groups fo rmu l a t e d
a common stra t e gy with local orga n i z a-
t i o n s. International groups did re l y
upon local organizations for collecting,
verifying, and documenting info rm a-
tion. Howeve r, with few exc e p t i o n s, we
we re not further consulted on their
many re p o rts or campaigns. Fo r
instance, we we re not included in the
fo rmulation of their policies that esca-
lated confrontation with the Egy p t i a n
g ove rnment. This occurred despite the
fact that the international groups knew
t h e re would be nega t ive re p e rc u s s i o n s
for us because the authorities consider
local groups to be the source of i n fo r-
mation for international gro u p s. Inter-
national groups also failed to use their
position of i n fluence to create dialog u e
b e t ween the concerned gove rn m e n t
authorities and our local move m e n t .

In the essential task of b ro a d e n i n g
p u blic legitimacy of human rights in
the Arab wo rld, our human rights orga-
nizations have to confront the fo rm i d a-
ble ch a l l e n ges posed by re p re s s ive gov-
e rn m e n t s. Much has been celeb ra t e d
about the supranational authority of
the international human rights re g i m e
and its ability to ove rcome state re p re s-
sion. Howeve r, the lack of c redibility of
human rights in the Arab wo rld limits
the potential of the intern a t i o n a l
regime in this re ga rd. Intern a t i o n a l
groups should collab o rate with our
local movement to develop strategies to
build the moral standing of h u m a n
rights among the public and improve
the re s p o n s iveness of human rights
p ractice to Arab concern s. v

n the United States today, the human rights framework is a new and powerful tool
for broad-based social change. Many advocates are reshaping their programs in
order to identify themselves as part of the global human rights movement and
achieve their goals for social justice. Local community leaders around the coun-

try are engaging in a much-needed task: educating Americans on how human rights
pertain to our daily li ves.

M ovements on the behalf o f c ivil rights, the env i ronment, women, and the dis-
abled are beginning to use human rights language to describe their issues. Other
social justice activists are doing wo rk that could be described in the same term s,
even though they have not explicitly invo ked international human rights. At pre s e n t
all of our social movements in the United States tend to coexist as parallel, uncon-
nected ve h i cles for social justice. But human rights constitute a unifying fo rce and
can ch a n ge this.

AT  P R E SE N T  A L L  O F  O U R  S O C I A L  M OV E M E N T S  I N  T H E
U N I T E D  S TAT E S  T E N D  TO  C O E X I S T  A S  PA R A L L E L ,
U N C O N N E C T E D  V E H I C L E S  F O R  S O C I A L  J U S T I C E . B U T
H U M A N  R I G H T S  C O N S T I T U T E  A  U N I F Y I NG  F O R C E  A N D
C A N  C H A N G E  T H I S .

Human rights are universal and indivisible. Everyone has precisely the same
human rights, regardless of ability, race, gender, religion, age, sexual orientation, or
class. Whether abuses are committed by armies, racists, politicians, domestic batter-
ers, corporations, polluters, or street thugs, many community leaders in the United
States believe that the cycle of violence can be broken by human rights education. The
human rights approach promises to break down the barriers of identity-based poli-
tics because we are all human. Such a conceptualization allows multi-issue commu-
nity organizing to move beyond civil and political rights and identity politics to a
more comprehensive framework.

Civil rights, as just one component of human rights, are an appropriate mecha-
nism for achieving legal equality. However, what African American civil rights lead-
ers in this country have learned is that improving civil and political rights has not nec-
essarily improved the livelihood of many people in this country; equality in and of
itself does not ensure economic or social justice. Before joining the human rights
movement, I spent a decade working to counter hate groups. It is very clear in this
work what you are against: racism, fascism, homophobia, and so on. But you never
quite get to describe what you believe in. It is not just tolerance, because in practice
tolerance often amounts to delayed negation: it means that you will accept me until I
do something that provokes your anger or hatred. Tolerance is not a vision of justice.
For me, human rights as a conceptual framework works much better because it
defines what we are fighting for as well as what we are against. 

Given the promise of human rights, it is unfortunate that very few Americans
actually know that we are entitled to them, and even fewer understand their meaning.
According to a poll conducted by Peter D. Hart Associates in 1997, only 8 percent of
the American public had heard of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. While
the United States has ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,

Beyond Civil Rights:A New Vision for Social
Justice in the United States
BY LORETTA J. RO S S , ex e c u t ive dire c t o r, Center for Human Rights Education, Atlanta,
U S A
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turning those principles of the Universal
Declaration into law, our government has
stubbornly refused to ratify the accom-
panying Covenant on Economic, Social,
and Cultural Rights. In doing so, govern-
ment officials have taken advantage of
Americans’ poor understanding of
human rights.

Americans have been conditioned by
the corporate news media, international
human rights orga n i z a t i o n s, and our
government to associate human rights
violations with political prisoners and
the lack of freedoms in other countries.
This portrayal often prevents us from
seeing injustices in the United States as
human rights violations. For example, it
is arguably an internationally recognized
rights violation to refuse to feed and
house poor people; to coerce poor
women to limit family size by threaten-
ing to withhold support for their chil-
dren; to deny asylum to refugees; to treat
immigrants as second-class citizens; or to
allow obscenely profitable corporations
to ravage our environment, avoid taxes,
and callously displace our labor force. 

While there are a good number of
American human rights groups doing
excellent wo rk on the intern a t i o n a l
s t age, they only focus on the United
States when it comes to domestic
prison conditions and the death penal-
t y. More ove r, few of these gro u p s
examine why people go to prison in the
first place. If you do not add ress the
need to alleviate pove rty and oppre s-
s ive social conditions, you will neve r
s o l ve the pro blem of crime in this
c o u n t ry. You can never end people’s
d e s i re to survive, and many people will
s u r v ive in what seems to them to be the
only way possible: through pro s t i t u-
tion, drug-running, street crime, and
child lab o r. Almost two million people
a re in jail in the United States. While I
hope these people are treated humane-
ly while they are there, I am more inter-
ested in exploring what we can do to
p revent them from going to jail in the
first place, and a human rights fra m e-
wo rk can be effe c t ively employed in
this re ga rd .

The essential human right is the
right to know one’s human rights. By
helping individuals and commu n i t i e s
identify their own experiences within
the fra m ewo rk of i n t e rnational human
rights law, human rights education is
an important new stra t e gy. It pre s e n t s
a counterweight to the dehumanizing
and dislocating aspects of e c o n o m i c
and cultural globalization that have
been devastating our commu n i t i e s.
Human rights education teaches peo-
ple in gra s s roots America to anch o r
local abuses in specific intern a t i o n a l
human rights laws and thus empowe r s
them with an effe c t ive fra m ewo rk fo r
obtaining social justice. 

I T  I S  U N F O RT U N AT E  T H AT
M AN Y A M E R I C A N S  D O  N OT
E V E N  K N OW  W E  A RE  E N T I -
T LE D  TO  H UM AN  R I G H T S .

As they learn about the possibili-
ties of human rights, community lead-
ers across the country who have long
s t r u ggled for justice are eage rl y
e n gaging in program re o rga n i z a t i o n
to embrace the human rights fra m e-
wo rk. In Atlanta, Sandra Ro b e rt s o n
f rom the Georgia Citizens’ Coalition
on Hunger is employing a human
rights ap p ro a ch in the orga n i z a t i o n’s
opposition to we l f a re re fo rm. Ja m a l a
Rogers from the St. Louis Coalition
for Human Rights is applying human
rights to anti-pove rty and prison pro-
gra m s. And Cheri Honkala from the
Kensington We l f a re Rights Union in
Philadelphia is engaging in a cam-
paign for economic human rights. Th e
appeal of human rights lies in their
p ower to move beyond limited cate-
gories such as civil rights to a more
u n iversal and multifaceted conceptu-
alization. This period of global re o r-
ganization presents social justice
a c t ivists with a unique chance to pro-
mote an exciting vision for a new
social justice movement, defined not
by our multiple oppre s s i o n s, but by
our humanity. v
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