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The Virtual Sociality of Rights: The Case of
“Women’s Rights are Human Rights”

Annelise Riles

Abstract

This essay traces the relationship between activists and academics involved in
the campaign for “women’s rights as human rights” as a case study of the rela-
tionship between different classes of what I call "knowledge professionals” self-
consciously acting in a transnational domain. The puzzle that animates this essay
is the following: how was it that at the very moment at which a critique of “’rights”
and a reimagination of rights as “rights talk” proved to be such fertile ground for
academic scholarship did the same “’rights” prove to be an equally fertile ground
for activist networking and lobbying activities? The paper answers this question
with respect to the work of self-reflexivity in creating a ”virtual sociality of rights.”



The Virtual Sociality of Rights.

The Case of “Women’s Rights are Human Rights’
Forthcoming in Miched Likosky, ed.,

Transnational Legal Process (Oxford Universty Press 2001)

Anndi Riles

It is September 5, 1995, mid-way through the staid and Iaborious proceedings of the
United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing. The delegates sedts,
usudly filled only with ahandful of bureaucrats who nap or doodle through the ministeria
speeches, are suddenly brimming with anticipation as Hilary Rodham Clinton takes the
podium to thunderous gpplause. 1n marked contrast to the gpeeches delivered to thet point,
Clinton'sisapolitical gpeech in the American style, and it hitsits target with the delegetes
assembled in this room as with the activigs at the NGO meeting watching by close-circuit

televison as each paragraph dicits cheers and applause;

| bdieve that, on the eve of anew millennium, itistimeto bresk our Slence. It
istime for usto say here in Beijing, and the world to hear, thet is no longer
acceptable to discuss women's rights as separate from human rights...... Itisa
vidlaion of human rights when babies are denied food, or drowned, or

suffocated, or their spines broken, smply because they are girls.

* | am grateful to Bryant Garth, Hirokazu Miyazaki, Kund Parker, Doug Cassdl, Karen Knopf, Ed
Morgan, and Eve Darian-Smith for their comments on this essay, and to Beth Olds for skillful research
assistance. Funding for ethnographic research and writing wasgeneroudy provided by the American Bar
Foundation, the Cambridge Commonwedth , Livingstone and Oversess Trusts and Trinity College, University
of Cambridge.
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Itisaviolation of hurman rights when women and girls are sold into the

davery of progtitution.

Itisavidaion of human rights when women are doused with gasoline, set on

fire and burned to death because their marriage dowries are deemed too smdl.

Itisaviolaion of human rights when individua women are raped in their
own communities and when thousands of women are subjected to rgpe asa

tactic or prize of war.

Itisaviolation of human rights when aleading cause of death worldwide
among women ages 14 to 44 isthe violence they are subjected to in their own

homes.

Itisaviolation of human rights when young girls are brutdized by the

painful and degrading practice of genitd mutilation.

Itisavidaion of human rights when women are denied the right to planther
own families, and that includes being forced to have abortions or being

serilized againgt their will.

If there is one message that echoes forth from this conference, it is that human
rights are women'srights.. . . And women's rights are human rights (Clinton

1995).

From the point of view of the delegates assembled in the audience, the speech was
courageous and path breaking in its demand for action; indeed it was action (cf. Riles 2000).
(That afternoon, the young program officer for the FHji Wamen's Rights Movement, with
whom | have come to Beijing, and who had dways displayed a good ded of cynicism about

American interegts in the Pacific exdamed to me, “you must be so proud to be an American
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today!”) Y et the audience for Clinton’s speech, of course, was as much her politica enemies

in Washington who have denounced her attendance a this meeting (Bogert 1995; BBC 1995)
as the ddegates assembled in Beijing, and she addresses these quite explicitly. Indeed, one

can read her speech as much asa defense of UN conferences as a defense of women's human
rights? The human rights message seemed to strike just the right note, in the context of
Washington palitics, to put her critics on the defensve. At the sametime, the dogan

induded nothing to generate a controversid sound bite on that evening' s news broadcadt.

The gpeech a0 anticipated another audience. As Clinton’'s speechwriters would have
understood, for severd years prior to the Beijing Conference, acodition of organizations had
pearheaded a campaign around these precise words (Bunch 1993). At issue were severd
related goas. The first wasto gain new purchase for feminist concerns by associating these
with the powerful language of human rights. The second was to gain acceptancefor so-cdled
“second and third generation” human rights—rights thet extend beyond the palitica and avil
rights of the cold war era (Dezday and Garth, forthcoming) which proponentsimagined only
governments to owe to their citizens, from the right to development to the recognition of
violence between private parties, as a human rights violation by associating these with the
popular cause of women'srights (Bunch and Frost 1997; Cook 19944). The drategy, then,

was to understand these two god's and these two domains—human rights and feminiam-as

1“There are some who question the reason for this conference. Let them listen to the voices of women in their
homes, neighborhoods, and workplaces. There are some who wonder whether the lives of women and girls
matter to economic and political progress around the globe. . . Let them look at the women gathered here and at
Huairou. . . the homemakers, nurses, teachers, lawyers, policymakers, and women who run their own
businesses.

“It is conferences like this that compel governments and peoples everywhere to listen, look and face the world's
most pressing problems.

“Wasnt it after the women's conference in Nairobi ten years ago that the world focused for thefirst time on the
crissof domegtic violence?’ See Clinton (1995).
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versons of one another so that each might take hold through an engagement with the other 2

The “women’s rights are human rights’ strategy has along and digtinguished pedigree
and one of great importance to itspractitioners. From the inception of the UN Commission
on the Status of Women in 1946, the establishment women's rights groups that followed its
proceedings as officid observers lobbied for women's politica rights and the legd rights of
married women (Connors 1996 154)3 However, the “second generation” of women's rights
NGOs which became active a the United Nations during the UN Decade for Women (1975
1985) sdf-conscioudy emphasized anew and broader date of “issues” from peeceto
domestic violence to nutrition (1996: 158). What is new, then, about the latest turn to
“rights’ is the attempt to recast some of these second generation “issues’ (maost notably
violence againg women) as amatter of “rights’ (Reichert 1998).

What is dso new about the recent return to rights is the lack of contention over this
agenda. While the project met with someinitid skepticiam from activigsin the developing
world, that skepticism has not taken the form of any concerted organization againgt the
agenda. Thisisin marked contragt to the bruising conflicts among “firs” and “third world”
feminigsin the 1970s and 1980s over the direction of the globa women's movement (Fraser
1987)# Indeed, this essay must be read as an account of a campaign that by 1995 hed largdy

succeeded.> Human Rights Watch, for example, notes that governments, donors and NGOs

2 0f course “first generation” human rights only appear as a stable, settled category from the point of view of
the campaign to expand the category. Asdescribed in the final section of this chapter, the category becomes
red only through an engagement with the “outside’. For adiscussion of the conflicts over the status of first
generation human rights at the UN, the terms of which structurally mirror the material presented in this essay,
see Gaer, 1996.

3 For adiscussion of the hi story of the Commission on the Status of Women and of the NGOs that participated
initsactivities, see Galey, 1995.

4 K eck and Sikkink (1998: 177) quote activist Charlotte Bunch as explaining thet violence as a human rights
issuewas selected largely to overcome NorthSouth divisionsin the global women's movement.

5 As described further later, the campaign defined its goal asto insure that women' s rights became an accepted
part of the mainstream human rights agenda.
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now at leest must nominaly recognize that women'srightsissues fal within the purview of
human rights (cf. Boyle and Preves 1998; Keck and Sikkink 1998, Humen Rights Watch,
1999)6 The campaign’s organizersillugtrate this success most often with reference to the
language of the documents negotiated at recent UN world conferences, including especialy
the World Conference on Human Rights held in Viennain 1998 and the UN Fourth World
Conference on Women (e.g. Bunch and Frogt 1997).” This newfound unity around rights
may drike academic readers as surprisng given the vigorous critique of rights and of
universalism more broadly that permesated legd scholarship during exactly the same period.
During the period | describe in this paper, then, rights emerged as the focd point of both an
intensve sAf-reflexive feminig critique and aflurry of activis “ networking”.

As an anthropologigt, as well as a very minor participant in the events described here,
my am is not to contribute to the arguments for or againgt women's rights as humean rights
per se, nor isit to offer adefense or critique of the movement—all of these projects have
dready been performed better than | could hopeto do. Rether, my interest in the
congtellation of academic debates, people, ideas, conferences and indtitutions associated with
“women’s human rights’ circa 1995 is in understanding how causes like “women’srights as
human rights’” are made, and what kinds of indtitutions, professonds and further causes they
make in turn. In recent years, anthropologists have begun to address the specid problems of

research into the character of later modern indtitutions and the knowledge they produce.

6 Human Ri ghts Watch notes that “ one concrete example of thisrhetorica successistheinclusion of rape,
sexud davery, enforced progtitution, forced pregnancy, and enforced sterilization aswar crimes and crimes
againgt humanity” in the 1998 Treaty of Rome for the creation of an International Crimina Court new world
crimind court. See Human Rights Watch, 1999.

"The Beijing Declaration (1995) explicitly refers to women's human rights severd times (e.g. paragraphs 8 and
9) and dso directly assertsthat “Women'srights are human rights’ (paragraph 14).

In amore recent critique of the limitations of the “women’ s rights as human rights” strategy, Dianne Otto
(1997: 128) points out thereisno discussion of “rights’ at al in the sections of the Beijing Platform for Action
devoted to poverty and economic structures, and that this suggests that the campaign has succeseded morein
including women in the existing human rights framework than i n transforming or expanding the category of
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Science Studies scholars have learned much about the micro-sociology of inditutionswithin
which the givens of scientific knowledge are constructed (e.g. Haraway 1992), and others
have pursued pardld insights into the character of bureaucracies (e.g. Herzfdd 1992), of
professondism (eg. Mol 1998a), and even of the academy (e.g. Kuhn 1996; Bourdieu 1988;
Strathern 1991; Reading 1996). One theme emerging from thiswork concernsthe
articulation, gppropriation, and circulation of academic or artistic knowledge in commercid,
bureaucratic and professond contexts (e.g. Brenneis 1999; Born 1995; Marcus & Myers
1995; Latour 1990; Rabinow 1989; Dezday and Garth 1996; Radway 1997; Riles 2000). In
thisessay, | am interested in extending this project to an understanding of the work of whet |
cdl legd knowledge professonds—academics, bureaucrats, activiss self-conscioudy acting
inatransnaiond and legd domain (Riles, manuscript). | take the “women' s rights are human
rights’ campaign and the activities of so-cdled “women’s NGOs’ more generdly as one
gpherefor such aninquiry. The objective, in other words, is a better understanding of how
knowledge practices are shared and not shared between different classes of professonds sdlf-
conscioudy acting in atransnationd legd domain.

To academics, it islargely self-evident that academic and activist knowledge practices
areworlds apart. Infact, the distance between academic and bureaucratic or activist
knowledge has often served as a useful grounding for andyss—a means of reflecting, for
example, on the character of academic thought through the lens of comparison (e.g. Kennedy
1985). Thedivide ssemsequdly red for the activist community in a different sense:
academics and their ingghts herdly figure explicitly in activis networks a al. Offhand
comments by activists about the privileged access of academicsto UN bureaucrats (e.g.

Adams 1993: 117) or about mutua misunderstandings (eg. Cook 1994: 31), offer some

human rights itself.
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evidence of overt tensons8 Perhaps, then, academics and practitioners are as digtant from
one another as anthropologists once took “Western” and “nonWestern” knowledge practices
to be. Perhaps we should be wary of assuming that what motivates “them” is trangparent to
“our” andyss

Y e the critiques of the West/non-West divide in anthropology (e.g. Thomas 1991) as
in human rights might lead us to condude that perhaps this concern is misplaced: How do we
come to terms with the “overlgp” between “communities’ (awhally unsdisfactory metaphor)
as when sociologigts serve as “ consultants’ to humean rights organizations or law professors
become bureaucrats? Or how do we theorize dternating motivations—the feminist legd
scholar’ ss=lf -understanding as both theorist and activist, for example? Indeed, in practice
there is such continua contact between the two camps thet it isimpossible to define either
with any darity: An academic pitched recent theory to activigs by tdling them why they
should care about the dominance of the State in humean rights law for example (Knopf 1994);
or akey organizationd player in the women's human rights campaign co-sponsored pand
discussions a the World Summit on Socid Development with anetwork of academic women
for the South. One might also note activiss' frequent use of academics datidicd sudiesin
their campaigns and publications. There were even pos-gructurdist arguments by young
employees of NGOs produced to dispute dams about the culturd specificity of human rights
(e.g. Ran 1995). Some of the mogt interesting evidence of cross-fertilization was a genre of

advocacy for the projects of the globa women's organizations that emulated the higtory (e.g.

8 Rebecca Cook (1994: 31) concludes her summary of the proceedings of a*consultetion of lawyers’ on
women's human rights with the comment that:
The consultation showed that among lawyers there must be better interaction in the work of
theoreticians and practitioners. Academic lawyers working on the integration of women’s human
rightsinto the universal human rights movement must be aware of how theoretica concepts depend for
effectiveness on gpplicability according to the rules of practice and needs of documentation of human
rights committees; courts, and commissions. Legal practitioners must recognize that their work will be
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Bunch and Frogt 1997) or sociology (Friedman 1995) an academic might produce of the
movement itsalf.

Thisleads usto the question of reflexivity. Simply put, how am | to make human
rights accessible, in sociologicd terms, given that the issues are as much “mine’ (the
academic’s) as“theirs’ (the activigt’s, the bureaucrat’9? No longer isit possible to debunk
one discourse in terms of another—to goply one st of tools (academic, for example) to
uncover the truth about the other knowledge practices (activigt, for example). The
relationship between academics and activigs aso presents a problem of ethnographic
description. Some scholars and activigts know one another persondly while many do nat.
There are periodic conferences a which an dways dightly different list of participants
assembles. Volumes of articles are produced; speeches are made and circulated—read or
filed away. Itisdifficult, in other words, to describe any singular “community” that might be
the subject of ethnographic inquiry here. In my previous work on internationd inditutions |
have handled this dilemma by cregting a certain synthetic distance between my own
knowledge practices and those of my subjects. | have done so by turning away from the
“message’ or “issues’ (“women'srights are human rights,” for example) to focus instead on
matters d “form” in inditutiond practices (e.g. Riles 1998; Riles 2000). However, in the
hands of the socid scientist, the synthetic distance can easily be taken for a“red” one. | raise
thisissue in response to a debate concerning whether socio-legdl sudies might have
something to contribute in return to the disciplines from which it has borrowed S0 heavily
over past decades.

Aswe will see, the“problem” of reflexivity was a question with profound effects

circa 1995 on both scholarship and activism. “ Reflexivity” isnot just ametter of

enriched by awvareness of feminist analysis, and the relation of practical goalsto the transcending
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methodology however: it dso has a sociology. How “issues’ become rights—red and
independent of the andysis—and then how these rights in turn become the subject of self-
reflexive andyss—is one means of bringing that sociology into view. The chdlenge, then, is
to understand the “reflexive turn” as both amethodologica question and something to be

obsarved.

The puzzle that animates this essay isthe following: how was it thet & the very
moment at which acritique d “rights’ (e.g. Unger 1983) and areimagination of rights as
“rightstak” (eg. Glendon 1991) proved to be such afertile ground for academic scholarship
did the same “rights’ prove to be an equdly fertile ground for activist networking and
lobbying acivities? | begin with the following hypothesis about this ectivity: Human rights
“action” among both academics and activigts circa 1995 occurred in two genres. Thefirgt |

will cdl “human rights as representation” and the second “human rights as project”.

Human Rights as Project

“Those of uswith the opportunity to be here have the respongibility to spesk

for those who could not."—Hilary Clinton (1995)

In 1995, the women's human rights campaign was one of the most important activities
of ahandful of non-governmenta organizations (NGOs) whose niche is advocacy for women
on the “internationd level”. The Center for Globad Women's Leadership (CGWL) & the
University of Rutgers, founded in 1989 with the god of rdating women, human rights, and
violence issues, is often credited for organizing the campaign (eg. Keck and Sikkink 1998:

184). Other organizations at the center of the campaign included the Internationa Women's

evolution of the human rights movement.
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Tribune Center (IWTC), an organization founded after the first UN conference on women

held in Mexico City in 1975 and located across the street from UN headquartersin New

Y ork, and the Women' s Environment and Deve opment Organization (WEDO) aso based

within a sone' s throw of the United Nations in New Y ork. Although these organizations

were based in the United States? their target was the United Nations version of the globd.

Activities centered on UN processes, conferences, and documents, and in this the human

rights campaign was no exception.

Each of these organizations was associated with the persondity of onefigure at its
helm. The director of CGWL was alawyer and professor of women's sudies Charlotte
Bunch. AnneWadker, aformer YWCA employee who holds a Ph.D. in communications,
was the founder and director of IWTC. Former New Y ork congressvoman Bella Abzug was
the co-founder and President of WEDO. These leaders were senior, seasoned women' srights
activigs with the management level contacts at UN agencies and a the mgor funding
agencies necessary to survive in the highly competitive world of human rights activism.

They had worked closdly with one another for many years. Most were veterans of the
“second wave’ feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s in the United States and oversess
and had been involved in UN activities Since the first world conference on women held in
1975. Periodic criticiams of Euro-American bias were also addressed by assembling a
geographicaly and racidly diverse gaff and board of directors or by involving equaly
seasoned women' s rights activists from different regions of the world in periodic Strategy
mestings. In sum, the leadership of the “movement” conssted of asmdl and tight circle. |
will refer to these organizations as* globa women's organizations’ in order to capture their

own urderstanding of the character of their misson.

90ne exception isthe Internationa YWCA which is based in Geneva
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Of coursein order for the globa women's organizations to garner funding for their
campaigns “women’ s rights as human rights’ had to have dready crysdlized as an “issug’—
something that might be funded—in the minds of donors (cf. Riles 2000). It isat this point
that the conversation among activists, bureaucrats and academics becomes relevant from
activigs point of view. Contemporaneous with the activities described above, agrowing
academic literature, curriculum and conference agenda began to gppear on the question of
“women’s human rights’.

Centrd among the agents of these other kinds of projects were internationd lawyers
who served as experts or consultants bodies and nationa governments, who mace speeches at
the United Nations and who served as experts in the media and give lectures a activist
conferences. These academic practitioners shared with the globa women's organizations an
interest in influencing UN processes to gain acceptance and enforcement of “women’ srights
as human rights’ and a detailed knowledge of UN procedures and actors—the implications of
different theories of government accountability in human rights law, the possible uses of
reporting systems under the various rdevant tregties, the indtitutiona politics of UN bodies
(Cook 1994; Cook 19%a; cf. Rishmawi 1994; Fitzpatrick 1994). Thiswork was not the
limited province of law professors, however: There were research “projects’ aswell as
srategies for bureaucratic intervention. Political scientists served as“gender” consultantsto
UN bodies!? anthropologists “documented” ingtances of bride-burning, and some academics
took astheir project the task of sparring with their less projectoriented colleagues over their

failureto engage with rights as a project.1 What defined the project mode of thinking about

10k example, akey UN document for the Beljing Conference—the Secretary Generd’ s mandated report on
“exigting technicd and financid programmesin favor of women” —was prepared by an academic “ consultant”
described in the report as an “ expert in gender and organi zetional behaviour”. The report is peppered with
political scienceterminology and citations. See United Nations Economic and Socid Council, 1995.

11 Consider, for example, the following conclusion to a recent review article on anthropology and human rights:
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human rights, relative to the dternative to be discussad below, then, is that what maotivated its
proponents was not so much the representation of humean rights and its indeterminacies but
the documents, the campaigns, and the ressarch programs it generated.

Activities for the “women’ s rights are human rights’ campaign induded a globd
petition drive caling on the induson of women'srightsin the agenda for the UN World
Conference on Human Rights held in Viennain 1993, panels and seminars at UN conferences
in 1993, 1994 and 1995, much lobbying with the UN bureaucracy and among nationd
bureaucracies aswel asin the press, and the publication of newspaper and academic
artides.12 The concrete god of the campaign was smply to have the phrase “women’ srights
are human rights’ gppear as prominently as possible in as many UN documents as possible.

In prectice, the women’s human rights campaign focused primarily on the issLe of violence
agang women, as Bunch and colleagues explained:

Prior to the Vienna conference, the Globa Campaign made aStrategic

decison to emphasize isues of gender-based violence sincethey illugtrate

best how traditiond human rights concepts and practice are gender -based and

exclude alarge spectrum of women's experience of abuse (Bunch, Frogt and

Reilly 1999: 95)

Ininterviews, however, Bunch has suggested that her interest in violence predated her

Over thelagt 45 years, the world, the discipline of anthropology, and the human rights
framework have changed. ... Anthropologists since 1947 have moved from criticizing
universal human rights ... and are now expanding the scopefilling in the content, and
participating in organizations for the enforcement of these rights. The mid-century

anthropol ogistsstruggled with questions of cultura relativism mostly as a debate over cultura
values..., but changing world conditions, the clear violations of human decency and dignity
on the part of non-Western politica leadership under the banner of cultura relativiam, as well
as the expansion of the human rights concept—to incorporate peopl€ srights, arange of
socioeconomic rights, the rights of indigenous peoples, and the rights to development (as
defined by Third and Fourth World peoples)—have dl changed the human rights
problematique and correspondingly anthropologists responses to it. See Messer, 1993, 240.

12 The most cdebrated of theseis Bunch, 1990.
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13
interest in human rights by severd years (Keck and Skkink 1998)—that the turn to human
rights was a strategic framing of theissue of violence rather than a strategic deployment of
humanrights. Aswe will seg, this ambivaence over whether human rightswas atool to a
grester end, or afind end in itself pervaded the campaign’s agenda and sef image.

It isimportant to note that even among the group of internationd insders assembled
by the Center for Women's Globa Leadership for the purpose of developing the campaign’s
Srategy there were doubts at the outset about the vaue of this campaign.® Although this
essay ultimately is concerned with cosmopolitan leaders of the movement and their
relationship to thelr counterpartsin the dite coamopolitan academy, the leaders gppreciation
of others confusion and even disagreement over the campaign figured prominently in their
actions.

The high point of the campaign for “women’ s rights as human rights” is usualy said
to be the UN World Conference on Human Rights held in Viennain 1993 (eg. Bunch, Frost
and Reilly 1999). At that conference, the globa women's organizations successfully lobbied
delegates to adopt the dogan as one of the conference' s centrd themes (Vienna 1994).14 The
UN conferences that followed—the World Summit on Development held in Copenhageniin

1994 and the UN Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995—were

13 Bunch, Frost and Reilly (1999: 97) write “ Some women were concerned that the focus on gender-based
violence in Vienna detracted attention from other types of human rights issues, especialy abuses associated with
the actions of non-state actors like international financial ingtitutions and transnational corporations.”

14 Statements about women' s i ghts as human rights appear repeatedly in the document. For example, the
Declaration states that the United Nationsis" Deeply concerned by various forms of discrimination and
violence, to which women continue to be exposed al over theworld® (1994: 3). The sameistrue of the Vienna
Declaration on humanrights.

The human rights of women and of the girl -child arean indienable, integra andindivisible

part of universal human rights. The full and equd participation of women in political, civil,

economic, socid and culturd life, at the nationd, regiond and international levels, and the

eradication of al forms of discrimination on grounds of sex are priority objectives of the

internationa community. The human rights of women should form anintegral part of the

United Nations human rights activities, including the promation of al human rights

instruments relating to women. See Vienna, 1994: 10, paragraph 18.
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14
something of a disgppointment in contrast as it proved impossible to secure statements thet
rights to development are humean rights a the former, and the “opposition” was far more
organized oppodtion at the latter (Leo 1995; Buss 1998) 15> Indeed, one of the most
interesting twigts in the blockage of the globa women's organizations &t the Bging
Conference was the Vatican's own adoption of “univers human rights’ asitsralying cry.
For the campaign, however, a high point was Hilary Clinton's metered, purposeful repetition
of thedogan. Thiswas the project: the repetition of a phrase in the documents asin the

conference hall.

Human Rights as Representation

“[Ho]w can the notion that there are rights gpplicable to women everywhere
incorporate the fact of diversty among women? Isit ussful to develop
internationd or universd understandings of the position of women? Is human
rightslaw smply the product o the eighteenth century European
“Enlightenment” and ingppropriately extended to non-European societies?’
(Charlesworth 1999: xx) 16
| ds0 havein mind another position that crystalized in the academy around 1995.
Once Hilary Clinton’s speech, an anecdotetailor-made for CNN, is recast as the opening
anecdote for an essay on the anthropology of human rights, it demands something like the

following commentary:

Sin apress release entitled “Women's Human Rights: A Neglected Part of the Agendafor the United Nations
Fourth World Conference on Women,” the Human Rights Caucus (1995), which ligts as its contact members
Charlotte Bunch, Alice Miller of the International Human Rights Law Group and Ralph Regan of Human Rights
Watch’'s Women's Rights Project, laments thet “ Governments seem to have forgotten that less than two years
ago they declared that ‘women'’ srights are human rights.””

16 Citing feminist theorist Rosi Braidotti*s claim that feminists must “relinquish the dream of acommon
language.” See Charlesworth, 1999, xxi.
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Humen rightsis a powerful term. 1t is the media through which a palitics a

particular politics of our time, occurs. 1t isimperative therefore to understand

how the deployment of this term shapes the parameters of debate in avariety

of contexts, what can and cannot be recast as a fight for human rights, what

effects this recasting has on the causes and congtituencies a issue.
This satement isone | would have uttered a conferences circa 1995 and aso would have
recognized as a podition in a debate, as the parameters of a politics of its own (cf. Riles 1993;
Engle 1992). Circa 1995, scholars made this daim foroefully and e oquently (eg. Romany
1994), if not without a certain degree of anguish a the concern that in “exposing the redlity”
of human rights discourse they might rob causesin which they bdieved of their most
effective weagpon (e.g. Charleswvorth 1994) nor without a good dose of sdlf-reflexivity about
the Stuated “palitics’ of such adam itsdf. This mode of thinking about women's human
rights was more readily associatied with salf -conscioudy academic feminist law professors
who participated only rardly in UN activities and whose community of peerslay more
centrdly among feminist scholarsin law and dso across arange of disciplines!?

In the dlassic academic statement on the question, Charlesworth, Chinkin & Wright
(1991) borrow the indghts of feminit theory to critique the “ abstract rationdlism” of
internationd law, but dso to ing < that there is“no single schoal of feminism” from which to
critique the work of internationd lawyersin thefirg place. For thisreason, the authors are
highly critica of the rights-based framework of humean rights (1991: 634). Referencing a

wider feminist and critica legd studies critique (1991: 634n.133 and 134), they note thet to

17 Given anthropologists claims on the reflexive tum to discourse and representation in lawyer’ simaginations
(e.g. Clifford and Marcus, 1986), it isinteresting that this highly ambivaent focus on human rights as discourse
and representetion proliferatesin the legd literature far more than in the anthropological one. Anthropologists
traditionally have served more as foot soldiers for human rights than asits ethnographic observers. See, eg.
American Anthropological Association Executive Baard (1947); American Anthropological Association (1999).
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focus on human rights is to reduce the complexity of power inequditiesto amodd inwhich
possessve individuaism becomes the god, in which it is difficult to seerights asin tengon
with one ancther or as operating to the bendfit of some only to the detriment of others (1991
634-37). Likewise, inthe introduction to a prominent volume on women's human rights
Charlesworth further chalenges the very project the volume' s contributors espouse. Noting
that “It isinteresting that there are few doubts expressed about the value of the whole
enterprise, unlike, for example, the well-known posmodern skepticism about the use of
rights discourse to remedy structurd disadvantage’ (1999: xxii), Charlesworth concludes that
“The euphoria sometimes prompted by the vocabulary of human rights may occasiondly
digract us from the deegply entrenched nature of injustice and the many obstacles to change’
(1999: xxiii)18 Ledt their andyss be read to support those who would derail the progress of
women's human rights, however, Charlesworth, Chinkin and Wright hasten to add thet rights
can exude symbalic force and hence become a source of empowerment (1991: 638).

Aninterest in human rights as representation, then, was an interest in the meaning of
human rights, the expression of that meaning in documents and other genres the limits of
such representations, and hence the palitics of expresson more broadly. Its syle of sdf-

presentation was explicitly sef-reflexive: drawing on the uses of narrtive and

18 As mentioned earlier, this account takes 1995 asits ethnographic present. Writings since that time seem to
devote more energy to the rehabilitation of women’s human rights rather than its critique. For example, Dianne
Otto (1997) borrows “ post-structuraist” methods to demonstrate that both positions in the debate over the
universdlity or cultura specificity of human rights are mutualy dependent. Sheisblunt, however, in her
criticism of the activitiesdescribed in this chapter:

the globa women's human rights strategy has had the unintended effect of endorsing the post-
Cold War dominance of civil and politica rights. Further, athough the campaign against
gendered violence was designed with careful attention to women' s diverse experience of
violence, more public effort has been directed towards condemning certain non-Western

practices (1997:124).
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autobiographicad indght in feminist theory more broadly, scholars sought to make their own
guestions and concerns about rights explicit, and to use these as an engine of theory. Inthe
find section of an article that perhaps epitomizes the discursive critique of women's human
rights (Engle 1992), Karen Engle abandons her careful andysis of * human rights discourse”’
and recounts, in firgt person form, her own experience working one summer as a human
rights activist and her commitment to feminist and humean rights causes. Thisexercisein
sf-reflexivity (arevelation of persond experience and the commitments aswell asthe
anxieties it produced) is more than a crude assertion of activigt credentids in anticipation of
the (mig)reading of one swork by activists as an atack on their enterprise; it isarecounting
of theambivaence that served as the impetus for discursve andysisin the firgt place (Engle
1992: 599-606).

One of the interesting features of the two genres of rights talk and action | have
described is that one could not take both positions—representation and project—at once.
Like poles of amagnetic fied, they could not be brought together. It may even seem that
these two modes are opposites, and their proponents, adversaries. It is asif each genre of
rights talk and action was unraveling whet the other was weaving. As a case for anew right
emerged it was decongtructed; as a new theory emerged, its relevance to the “red action” was
questioned.

Yet in order to disagree, one must first share aregister of contention that rendersthe
conflict explicit to onesdf and others. Indeed, if thegenres of rights talk could not be
brought together, in participants own imagination, the peopl e who took these positions knew
moved very much in the same drdes. Almogt everyone involved in the campaigns had
universty affiligtions, higher degrees, academic publications. Likewise, dmost everyone
involved inthe dirdle of scholars with interests in women’ s human rights was a veteran of

feminigt and humean rights activism of somekind. Both “sdes’ wereintimately aware of, and

Hosted by The Berkeley Electronic Press



18
concerned about, the response their work was likely to generate with the other. Scholars and
activists met at conferences, over e-mail li-servs, and where each crossed over into the
other’ sterrain (the activid took on a visiting lectureship; the law professor held a consultancy
at the United Nations) and they addressed one another’ s views cautioudy, amicably, directly
or indirectly. In practice, there was no explicit conflict or even contention.

Indeed, whenever a person more accustomed to one register of humean rights talk and
action crossed over into ancther, her work became virtudly indistinguishable from other
work of the same genre. Academics who participated in United Nations programs lobbied for
rights, drafted documents, or just kept quiet, but they did not give voice to the critiques they
would have mounted of such activitiesin ancther setting. A most powerful example of this
was the abosence of debates about the “meaning” of terms like “woman” and “gender” among
government and NGO ddegates dike a the Beijing Conference despite the heavy
representation of academics at the conference and pardle NGO Forum (Riles forthcoming).

In her published articles addressad to a more academic audience, for example,
Charlotte Bunch makes it clear that sheiswell-versed in the discursve critiques of her
project and that, moreover, sheagreesentirely with her critics. She hersdlf is saunchly
againg “trying to twist women into existing human rights categories’ (1993: 141), she points
out, and she expounds a far more sdf -reflexive notion of human rights than some critiques
dlow: the women's human rights campaign is Smply a discursve srategy, a marker for a set
of practices, she argues (Bunch & Frost 1997).1° She accepts “the chalenge to universality”
with the daim that she and other proponents of women’s human rights are working hard to
overcome firgt world bias, and she demondrates this fact with citations to poststructurdist

feminig theorigts of color and from the developing wor Id (Bunch, Frost & Reallly 1999: 103).

19 This article was written together with an academic who served asa*“ consultant” to the Center.
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Indeed, despite self-pogitioning to the contrary, it isimpossible to find any explicit point of
disagreement between the activists and academics working for and around women's human
rights during this period—the difference was rather amatter of emphasis, of sdlf -presentation,
of where one chose to put one' s energies. As mentioned at the outset, what must be
explained sociologicaly then isthis surprising amount of consensus around the notion thet
“women’ s rights arehuman rights’ at the very moment a which rights emerged as a subject
of critique in the academy.

At the outset, we can acknowledge the symbictic relationship between academics and
activigs working and writing aout women' s rights as human rights circa1995. Each Sde
produced problems or projects the other addressed: The academic critique of the
“universdity” of human rights gave activists a new project—networking across nationd and
culturd divides. Likewise, the emergence of women'srights as an issuein human rights lawv
gave feminist scholars adoctrind hook for their effort to bring feminist and critical race
theory to bear on internationd law. The end points of one kind of andysis served asthe
beginning points of the other. This was posshle because each Sde was intimately familiar
with the aspirations and activities of the other. One smple conclusion one can draw from
this materid a thisjuncture, then, is that the anxious choice scholars and activists were
miking circa 1995 between promoting and critiquing human rights discourse was dways a
fdse one. The one was never tearing down whéat the other was building (cf. Mol 1998a). Y et

thereismore to it than that.

Rights Insde Out

What interests me most about projects and representations is the shared ambivaence
that both modes of engagement produce: At times, those who looked a humean rights in the

genre of representation stepped back from the abyss and asserted that they too supported
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projects. Likewise, a times, those who worked with human rights as projects emphasized
their own gppreciation for the critique of rights and their misgivings about rights as a
drategy. Each sde momentarily switched postions and looked at the issue from the other

point of view.

For both genres, this ambivaence had productive effects. 1t was as though the
foreclosure of one kind of possibility enabled another. Ambivaence about rights was the
very impetus for analyses of rights as representation. Likewise, the greatest outcome of the
women' s humen rights campaign—the fact that “The Globa Campaign for Women's Human
Rightsinvolved severd mgor regiond networks’ (Bunch, Frost & Reilly 1999: 104) wasthe
result of the campaign’s cosmopolitan leaders desire to do something about their own

ambivaence concerning criticisms of liberd, first world, second wave feminist bias:

Just as [Chandra] Mohanty argues that a coherent third world feminism can be

located despite the multiplicity of locations and identities of third world

women, the experience of the women’s human rights movement suggedts thet

aglobd feminiam driven by internationd feminist networking is aso possble

Such networking does not require homogeneity of experience or perspective,

Or even ongoing consensus across arange of issues (Bunch, Frogt & Rellly

1999: 105-6).

What work does this ambivalence do? Here we must return to some festures of
projects and representations. In the campaign, as epitomized by Hilary Clinton’s speech,
humean rights work was talk and writing about itsdf. This“tak” was not just aoout (politica)
action—it wasthe action: The god of the campaign, as we saw, was the repetition of a
dogan. The words Clinton so forcefully uttered did not “stand for” an “issue’ rather, they

were a set of wordsto be repeated in diverse contexts, from document to document. Activigts
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took the adoption of human rights statements as the fulfillment of agod, an accomplishment,
agep forward. At the same time, academics had a theory known as “discourse” and a
method, the study of “ representation”, which sought to analyze human rights action astalk
and human rights talk as action. Representation and project were two versons of the same
representation.

Projects and representations dso shared a common ancestor and enemy—the boxed
in, formdidtic reasoning that dominated academic thinking about legd rights on the one
hand, and indtitutiond structures that had defined rightsin the internationa redm over the
lagt forty years on the other. For both, the antidote to this categorica thinking was
relationdity (cf. Strathern 1995)--an emphads on loose, complex, multi-layered connections
(andytica or persond), and a sense that these were the source of their (intellectua or
political) power. For an example of this shared fascination with their own rationd
capacities, congder the statement of the Asa Pacific Forum of Women, Land and

Deveopment & the Beijng Conference:

Issues of women' srights are human rights which are universd, indivisible,
inter-dependent and inter-related. They therefore encompass the whole sphere
of rights, economic, socid and palitical. No issue of women'srights can be
viewed outside of the human rights framework. The Women's Conferencein
Beijing would, in thet context, be afollow-up of women'sachievement in
Viennaat the World Conference on Human Rights. Let us, therefore,
remember that the road for women goes from Nairobi to Beijing, but only
through Vienna (Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Devel opment

1995).

In this statement, women's rights are related to humen rights, humean rights are related to one
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another; each UN conference is related to the next. Relationdity has emerged in this

statement as afact, an achievement, and a politica cause of its own.

What projects and representations shared, in other words, was aparticularly late
twentieth century way of analyzing problems, of which a*“gender perspective’ is perhaps the
pinnacle achievement (cf. Strathern 1991). They shared, for example, anation of the
multiplicity of perspectives on the meaning of human rights. Indeed, it wasthis
perspectivism that had enabled the critica gendered andlysis of the old cold war human rights
paradigm in thefirg place: The activis’s campaign to expand and transform the category of
humanrights was the outcome of a particular kind of academic andyss—a critique of what
is teken as s f-evident, ademondration that surfaces are different from underlying redities.

Ambivaence, then, was the engine of common progress, the rejection of oppositesin
favor of athird indeterminate, even indefinable way. From this perspective, | beieve we can
read the “women' srights are human rights’ campaign and its aritique—the deployment and
the decongtruction of “rights’ as “rights talk” --as a chapter in the Twentieth Century excess
of representation. Unlike palitical activiam around torture, for example, where the problem is
the undescribable, ungpeskable nature of the harm (Scarry 1985), the harms to women that
activigs sought to asociate with human rights were dready too easly represented—they
were the mundane, casudly talked about harms: the daily incidents of food shortages,
domestic violence or being passed over for apromation. The problem for activian was that
this very over-representation seemed to numb the activist’s audience to the harm itself. Yet
to solve this problem of over-representation by turning to further “rightstalk” and critiques

was to add more layers, more of the same.

What was unique about this particular academic-activig relationship, then, was that

both groups shared a common problem. Of course they shared a sense of being on acommon
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periphery from the human rights and United Nations establishment 2 Y et there was
something more: once unleashed, representations and perspectives proliferate beyond their
framers control. Aswe saw, the sngular sumbling block for the women's human rights
campaign was not so much the intranggence of the international community asthe divisons
within the globa feminis community. Asthe leaders of the campaign repeatedly inssted,
women’s human rights was selected as the ultimate god precisdy because, in the aftermath
of the hitter conflicts over the dominance of first world agendas of the 1970s and 1980s,
human rights was bdieved to be |less contentious than other agendas. Likewise, the reflexive
turnin the sudy of rights, and the critique of rights as representation was aresponse to
gmilar divisonswithin the academy—in particular to the emergence of a*third world

perspective’ critique of academic internationd law.

Y et as we saw the ambivaence and seif -reflexivity that dominated discussions of
women's human rights during this period--the outcome of a particular episemologicd
moment and set of palitical condusions, an awvareness of the indeterminacy of things, the
multiplicity of possible perspectives-engendered a need to see things from others' point of
view. Inarecent sudy of the emergence of amedicd specidty in pain thergpy in France,
Isabelle Baszanger (1998) argues that the divison of the community of specidigsinto two
camps who follow different theories and practices and seemingly have little to do with one
another at the very moment at which the new specidty emerges and fights for respectability

with the medica professon must be understood as an act of sdif-conditution centered in the

dua manner in which al actorsinvolved treet avital resource [the scientific

theory of pain] even though this group is structured around internd differences

20“Women' s rights discourse is generally positioned at the periphery of human rights discourse, both
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gradudly fashioned into practice, this theory, acting as a*“boundary object”

between different groups, is the source of its stability.” (1998: 120).

Her point isthat it istheinterna divison which alows pain, as atheory and a st of

professond practices, to teke form.

Inasmilar way, the emergence of avirtud socidity of “groups’ of activigs then
responded to a concrete palitica problem. Theturn to rights, and in particular to rightstalk
(projects, representations) momentarily, anxioudy, ambivaently resolved what was
acknowledged as ultimately unresolvable only by drawing that conflict into a debate among
virtud groups and their virtualy opposed projects and representations. Rights served asa
marker, an empty box around which a more cortentious conversation could be cautioudy

continued.

My clam isthat the shared ambivaence generated theeffect of two groups activists
and academics, where what was redly a stake istwo modes of engagement—representation
and project. To imagine another register for doing what one does (talking abouit rights) isto
imagine an outsde visavis onesdf. For paticipantsin rightstak, then, project and
representation worked asingde out views of the same device—each an “insde speek” versus
an “outdde speek” to the other. A prdiminary conclusion one can draw from this short
ethnographic sketch, then, concerns the sociology of “groups’ such as academics and
activigs What these two “groups’ might have to do with each other is an impossible
guestion, | wish to contend—for participants as much as for outside andysts--because the

groups are not “red” entities but rather smulations of the discursive phenomenon of rights.

chdlenging and defending the dominant human rights model asit atempts to fit causesinto that modd.” Engle
(1992: 519).
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The sociology can't be described, in other words, other then in the language d rights.

Thisleadsto afind question: why rights? Why do rights emerge as the source of a
flurry of decongructive, sdf-reflexive endeavors on the one hand and of networking projects
on the other circa 1995? Here, drawing on the previous andlyss, | can only offer my own
conjecture: What is interesting about “human rights’ isthat they can dterndtively be
conceived as tools—meansto other ends such aswomen’s empowerment—and asreal
entities, ontologicaly distinct from and prior to any political daims or drategies one might
have or analyses one might make. They encourage the kind of double view thet, in the case
of projects and representations, fueled the virtua socidity | have described. Academics have
tended to fixate on one possibility entaled in this dud perspective or the other—aeither to
show how the “redl” issues serve as the focd point for anew transnationa socidity (e..
Keck and Skkink 1998), or to demondrate that human rights are in fact nothing more than a
st of rhetorical srategies (eg. Engle 1992). | find knowledge professonas movement

between these dternatives more interesting and challenging to apprehend.

Here we should look to what activists and academics dike explicitly say about the
pull of rights. They are drawn to rights not because of their inherent significance, they insgt,
but because other s vaue them. Congder for example the confusion about the meaning of
“women'srights are human rights’ | routinely heard among the women' s organizations |
worked with in Fji. For Fji’swomen'srights professonds | knew, “human rights’ were
part of the globa agenda, and hence to beincluded in their list of stated commitmentsif they
wished to Sgnd their status as transnationd actors (e.g. Boyle and Meyer, forthcoming).
Women' s rights as human rights evoked UN processes and documents, as when a newdetter
smply listed under the topic of women’s human rights the portions of the Vienna document

that referred to women'’srights (Ganilau 1995). Yet rardly did acivigs describe eventsin Hiji
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as“humean rights violations” Rather, human rights conjured up images of violations
elsewhere—femde infanticide in Chinaor femae genitd mutilation in Africabeing two

common examples.

Rightsof courseare“legd” entities—by which | meen that they make a generdly
acknowledged clam to e among the subjects thet lavyers and lega scholars should be
concerned about—and for both feminist legal scholars, and actividts, lavyers are proximete
outsdersto their own cirde. For human rights ectivigts, the legdlity of rights locates their
projects beyond their own activities, in the redm of the established, the settled, the
maingream.2! The same could be said for feminist and decongtructivist legd scholars. The
cartoorHlike smplicity of rights, compared to what both groups “do” with them isthe

amplicity of something viewed from afar, something imagined to be others' commitment.

In this sense, for both the producers of representations and of projects, making
“rights’ their foca point takes the project outsde, beyond their own inner cirde. We might
say thet it hepsto turn their commitments and activities ingde out, and hence to make those
projects and representations red to themselves. At the same time, the “beyond” qudity of
rights generates a sense of an outside, an audience of lawvyers, of UN Diplomats, for example,
for whom rights—and hence on€' s representations of them--might “mean something.” The
deployment of “rights” whether as amatter of projects or representation, then isthe virtud
experience of “our group” as gpart from “theirs” of one's own community and the

“maingream,” or the “third world,” or the “first world,” or the “academy”. | would venture

21 |nterestingly, the notion of “legal rights’ had far more appedl with activistsin Fiji (eg. Jaa 1998) and was
often used in the very contexts the globa women's organizations hoped to deploy the notion of human rights
such asviolence againgt women and married women's citizenship rights. Women's groups aso sought to
associ ate these issues with the more gender-neutra theme of “development.” Cf., Fji Women's Rights
Movement (1995; 19953); Prakash (1994).
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that thisis the inherent gpped of legdity and hence of rights: asa marker of others
commitments, rights signd to imagined outsders the fruits of one slabor, and hence virtudly

edtablish one' s socid existence as apart from those imagined as beyond.
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