
ISSN 1806-6445

v. 11 • n. 20 • Jun./Dec. 2014 

HUMAN RIGHTS IN MOTION
commemoratIve ISSue 20



SUR. Revista Internacional de Direitos Humanos / Sur – Rede Universitária de Direitos 
 Humanos – v.1, n.1, jan.2004 – São Paulo, 2004 - .

 Semestral

 ISSN 1806-6445

 Edições em Inglês, Português e Espanhol.

 1. Direitos Humanos 2. ONU I. Rede Universitária de Direitos Humanos

SUR is covered by the following abstracting and indexing services: IBSS (International Bibliography of the Social 
Sciences); ISN Zurich (International Relations and Security Network); DOAJ (Directory of Open Access Journals) and 
SSRN (Social Science Research Network). In addition, SUR is also available at the following commercial databases: 

EBSCO, HEINonline, ProQuest and Scopus. SUR has been rated A1 and B1, in Colombia and in Brazil (Qualis), respectively.

SUR - International Journal On Human Rights is a biannual journal published in English, Portuguese and Spanish by 
Conectas Human Rights. It is available on the Internet at <http://www.surjournal.org>

EDITORIAL BOARD

Christof Heyns University of Pretoria (South Africa)
Emilio García Méndez University of Buenos Aires (Argentina)

Fifi  Benaboud North-South Centre of the Council of Europe (Portugal)
Fiona Macaulay Bradford University (United Kingdom)

Flavia Piovesan Pontifi cal Catholic University of 
São Paulo (Brazil)

J. Paul Martin Columbia University (United States)
Kwame Karikari University of Ghana (Ghana)

Mustapha Kamel Al-Sayyid Cairo University (Egypt)
Roberto Garretón Former-UN Offi cer of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (Chile)
Upendra Baxi University of Warwick (United Kingdom)

EDITORS
Pedro Paulo Poppovic

Oscar Vilhena Vieira
EXECUTIVE EDITORS

Maria Brant – Executive editor 
Thiago Amparo – Guest editor

Luz González – Assistant executive editor
EXECUTIVE BOARD

Albertina de Oliveira Costa
Ana Cernov

Conrado Hubner Mendes
Glenda Mezarobba

Juana Kweitel
Laura Waisbich

Lucia Nader
Luz González

Manoela Miklos
Maria Brant

Thiago Amparo
REFERENCES

Luz González
Thiago Amparo

Tânia Rodrigues
LANGUAGE REVISION

SPANISH
Carolina Fairstein

Celina Lagrutta 
Erika Sanchez Saez

Laia Fargas Fursa
PORTUGUESE

Erika Sanchez Saez
Renato Barreto
Marcela Vieira

ENGLISH
Murphy McMahon 

Oliver Hudson
The Bernard and Audre Rapoport 

Center for Human Rights and Justice, 
University of Texas, Austin.

Tina Amado
GRAPHIC DESIGN

Oz Design
LAYOUT

Alex Furini
COVER DESIGN

Mariana Brend
COVER PHOTO
Renato Stockler
CIRCULATION

Beatriz Kux
PRINTING

Yangraf Gráfi ca e Editora Ltda/Alphagraphics 

ADVISORY BOARD

Alejandro M. Garro Columbia University (United 
States)

Bernardo Sorj Federal University of Rio de Janeiro / 
Edelstein Center (Brazil)

Bertrand Badie Sciences-Po (France)

Cosmas Gitta UNDP (United States)

Daniel Mato CONICET / National University of Tres 
de Febrero (Argentina)

Daniela Ikawa International Network on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights / Columbia University 
(United States)

Ellen Chapnick Columbia University (United States)

Ernesto Garzon Valdes University of Mainz 
(Germany)

Fateh Azzam Arab Human Rights fund (Lebanon)

Guy Haarscher Université Libre de Bruxelles 
(Belgium)

Jeremy Sarkin University of the Western Cape (South 
Africa)

João Batista Costa Saraiva Regional Jurisdiction for 
Children and Adolescents of Santo Ângelo/RS (Brazil)

José Reinaldo de Lima Lopes University of São 
Paulo (Brazil)

Juan Amaya Castro VU University Amsterdam/ 
University for Peace (Costa Rica)

Lucia Dammert Global Consortium on Security 
Transformation (Chile)

Luigi Ferrajoli University of Rome (Italy)

Luiz Eduardo Wanderley Pontifi cal Catholic 
University of 
São Paulo (Brazil)

Malak El-Chichini Poppovic Conectas Human Rights 
(Brazil)

Maria Filomena Gregori University of Campinas 
(Brazil)

Maria Hermínia Tavares Almeida University of São 
Paulo (Brazil)

Miguel Cillero University Diego Portales (Chile)

Mudar Kassis Birzeit University (Palestine)

Paul Chevigny New York University (United States)

Philip Alston New York University (United States)

Roberto Cuéllar M. Inter-American Institute of 
Human Rights (Costa Rica)

Roger Raupp Rios Federal University of Rio Grande 
do Sul (Brazil)

Shepard Forman New York University (United States)

Victor Abramovich University of Buenos Aires (UBA)

Victor Topanou National University of Benin (Benin)

Vinodh Jaichand Irish Centre for Human Rights, 
National University of Ireland (Ireland)



CONTENTS

7 IntroductionLUCIA NADER, JUANA KWEITEL, 
& MARCOS FUCHS

11 “We Did not Create Sur Journal Because We Had Certainties, But 
Because We Were Full of Doubts”                    

PROFILE OF 
PEDRO PAULO POPPOVIC

35 After Human Rights Standard Setting, What’s Next?VINODH JAICHAND

45 Global Trends and the Future of Human Rights AdvocacyDAVID PETRASEK

57 The Future of Human RightsSAMUEL MOYN

67 Challenges to the Global Human Rights Regime: Are Human Rights 
Still an Effective Language for Social Change?

STEPHEN HOPGOOD

77 Human Rights as an Effective Way to Produce Social ChangeEMÍLIO ÁLVAREZ ICAZA

81 UN Special Procedures System is “Designed to Be Ineffective”INTERVIEW WITH RAQUEL ROLNIK

91 “Besides Human Rights, I Don’t See a Solution for Serving the Victims”INTERVIEW WITH 
PAULO SÉRGIO PINHEIRO

97 “The Rule of Law Has Consolidated All the Injustices That 
Existed Before It” 

INTERVIEW WITH KUMI NAIDOO

105 Are we Depoliticising Economic Power?: Wilful Business Irresponsibility 
and Bureaucratic Response by Human Rights Defenders

JANET LOVE

115 Are Human Rights an Effective Tool for Social Change?: 
A Perspective on Human Rights and Business

PHIL BLOOMER

123 Economic Power, Democracy and Human Rights. A New International 
Debate on Human Rights and Corporations 

GONZALO BERRÓN

17 Reflections On the International Human Rights Movement in the 21st

Century: Only the Answers Change
MALAK EL-CHICHINI POPPOVIC

OSCAR VILHENA VIEIRA

27 What an Era of Global Protests Says about the Effectiveness of Human 
Rights as a Language to Achieve Social Change

SARA BURKE

LANGUAGE

THEMES

133 Issues and Challenges Facing Networks and Organisations Working in 
Migration and Human Rights in Mesoamerica 

DIEGO LORENTE PÉREZ 
DE EULATE

143 The Protection of LGBTI Rights: An Uncertain OutlookGLORIA CAREAGA PÉREZ

Human Rights in Motion



167 Emerging powers: Can it be that sexuality and human rights 
is a ‘lateral issue’?

 SONIA CORRÊA

181 Transitional Justice and Social ChangeCLARA SANDOVAL

193 Human Rights Litigation in Southern Africa: 
Not Easily Able to Discount Prevailing Public Opinion

NICOLE FRITZ

201 Making Laws Work:
Advocacy Forum’s Experiences in Prevention of Torture in Nepal

MANDIRA SHARMA

213 Human Rights and Social Change in AngolaMARIA LÚCIA DA SILVEIRA

219 The Struggle for the Recognition of Human Rights in Mozambique:
Advances and Setbacks

SALVADOR NKAMATE

227 The Human Rights Struggle in Indonesia: 
International Advances, Domestic Deadlocks 

HARIS AZHAR

237 A vision of China’s Democratic FutureHAN DONGFANG

247 Challenges to the Sustainability of the Human Rights 
Agenda in Brazil

ANA VALÉRIA ARAÚJO

257 Are we Throwing Out the Baby with the Bathwater?: The North-South 
Dynamic from the Perspective of Human Rights Work in Northern Ireland

MAGGIE BEIRNE

265 “The Particularities in Cuba Are Not Always Identified Nor 
Understood By Human Rights Activists From Other Countries”

INTERVIEW WITH 
MARÍA-I. FAGUAGA IGLESIAS

273 Why Should We Have to “Represent” Anyone?FATEH AZZAM

283 Voices from the Jungle on the Witness Stand of the 
Inter-American Court of Human Rights

MARIO MELO

293 NGOs, Human Rights and RepresentationADRIAN GURZA LAVALLE

305 Experimentation and Innovation in the Accountability 
of Human Rights Organizations in Latin America

JUANA KWEITEL

323 Democratic Minorities in 21st Century DemocraciesPEDRO ABRAMOVAY 
AND HELOISA GRIGGS

335 Human Rights Familiarity and Socio-Economic Status: 
A Four-Country Study

JAMES RON, DAVID CROW AND 
SHANNON GOLDEN

353 To Build a Global Movement to Make Human Rights 
and Social Justice a Reality For All

CHRIS GROVE

365 “Role of International Organizations Should Be to Support 
Local Defenders”

INTERVIEW WITH MARY LAWLOR 
AND ANDREW ANDERSON

PERSPECTIVES

VOICES

151 Brazil, India, South Africa:  
Transformative Constitutions and their Role in LGBT Struggles

ARVIND NARRAIN



491 Why We Welcome Human Rights PartnershipsK ENNETH ROTH

375 The Global Human Rights Movement in the 21st Century: Reflections from 
the Perspective of a National Human Rights NGO from the South

GASTÓN CHILLIER AND 
PÉTALLA BRANDÃO TIMO

385 Systems, Brains and Quiet Places: Thoughts on the Future
of Human Rights Campaigning

MARTIN KIRK

399 A ‘Movement Support’ Organization: The Experience of the Association 
For Women’s Rights in Development (AWID)

ROCHELLE JONES, SARAH 
ROSENHEK AND ANNA TURLEY

411 Supporting Locally-Rooted Organizations: 
The Work of the Fund For Global Human Rights in Mexico

ANA PAULA HERNÁNDEZ

419 Human Rights Activism In Times of Cognitive Saturation: 
Talking About Tools

MIGUEL PULIDO JIMÉNEZ

427 Raising Digital Consciousness: An Analysis of the Opportunities and 
Risks Facing Human Rights Activists in a Digital Age

MALLIKA DUTT AND NADIA RASUL

437 New Information and Communication Technologies’ Influence 
on Activism in Cambodia

SOPHEAP CHAK

449 Strategic Litigation Experiences in the Inter-American 
Human Rights System

SANDRA CARVALHO AND 
EDUARDO BAKER

461 “Get Off Your Pedestal”INTERVIEW WITH FERNAND ALPHEN

469 “NGO’s are not the Same as Civil Society But Some NGOs Can 
Play the Role of Facilitators”

INTERVIEW WITH MARY KALDOR

475 Convergence Towards the Global Middle: 
“Who Sets the Global Human Rights Agenda and How”

INTERVIEW WITH LOUIS BICKFORD

483 Solid Organisations in a Liquid WorldLUCIA NADER

499 The Future of Human Rights: From Gatekeeping to SymbiosisCÉSAR RODRÍGUEZ-GARAVITO

511 Towards a Multipolar Civil SocietyDHANANJAYAN SRISKANDARAJAH 
AND MANDEEP TIWANA

519 “Avoiding Using Power Would Be Devastating for Human Rights”INTERVIEW WITH EMILIE M. 
HAFNER-BURTON

525 “We Are Very Much A Multi-Polar World Now, But Not One Comprised 
Solely Of Nation States”

INTERVIEW WITH MARK 
MALLOCH-BROWN

531 “Human Rights Organisations Should Have a Closer Pulse to the 
Ground” Or How We Missed the Bus

INTERVIEW WITH SALIL SHETTY

539 “North-South solidarity is key”INTERVIEW WITH 
LOUISE ARBOUR

TOOLS

MULTIPOLARITY



■  ■  ■

INTRODUCTION

HUMAN RIGHTS IN MOTION:
 A MAP TO A MOVEMENT’S FUTURE 

Lucia Nader (Executive Director, Conectas)
Juana Kweitel (Program Director, Conectas)
Marcos Fuchs (Associate Director, Conectas)

Sur Journal was created ten years ago as a vehicle to deepen and strengthen bonds 
between academics and activists from the Global South concerned with human rights, in 
order to magnify their voices and their participation before international organizations 
and academia. Our main motivation was the fact that, particularly in the Southern 
hemisphere, academics were working alone and there was very little exchange between 
researchers from different countries. The journal’s aim has been to provide individuals and 
organizations working to defend human rights with research, analyses and case studies 
that combine academic rigor and practical interest. In many ways, these lofty ambitions 
have been met with success: in the past decade, we have published articles from dozens 
of countries on issues as diverse as health and access to treatment, transitional justice, 
regional mechanisms and information and human rights, to name a few. Published in 
three languages and available online and in print for free, our project also remains unique 
in terms of geographical reach, critical perspective and its Southern ‘accent’. In honour 
of the founding editor of this journal, Pedro Paulo Poppovic, the 20th issue opens with a 
biography (by João Paulo Charleaux) of this sociologist who has been one of the main 
contributors to this publication’s success.

This past decade has also been, in many ways, a successful one for the human rights 
movement as a whole. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights has recently turned 
60, new international treaties have been adopted and the old but good global and regional 
monitoring systems are in full operation, despite criticisms  regarding their effectiveness 
and attempts by States to curb their authority. From a strategic perspective, we continue 
to use, with more or less success, advocacy, litigation and naming-and-shaming as our 
main tools for change. In addition, we continue to nurture partnerships between what we 
categorize as local, national and international organizations within our movement. 

Nevertheless, the political and geographic coordinates under which the global human 



rights movement has operated have undergone profound changes. Over the past decade, 
we have witnessed hundreds of thousands of people take to the streets to protest against 
social and political injustices. We have also seen emerging powers from the South play 
an increasingly infl uential role in the defi nition of the global human rights agenda. 
Additionally, the past ten years have seen the rapid growth of social networks as a tool 
of mobilization and as a privileged forum for sharing political information between 
users. In other words, the journal is publishing its 20th issue against a backdrop that is 
very different from that of ten years ago. The protests that recently fi lled the streets of 
many countries around the globe, for example, were not organized by traditional social 
movements nor by unions or human rights NGOs, and people’s grievances, more often 
than not, were expressed in terms of social justice and not as rights. Does this mean that 
human rights are no longer seen as an effective language for producing social change? 
Or that human rights organizations have lost some of their ability to represent wronged 
citizens? Emerging powers themselves, despite their newly-acquired international 
infl uence, have hardly been able – or willing – to assume stances departing greatly from 
those of “traditional” powers. How and where can human rights organizations advocate 
for change? Are Southern-based NGOs in a privileged position to do this? Are NGOs 
from emerging powers also gaining infl uence in international forums?

It was precisely to refl ect upon these and other pressing issues that, for this 20th issue, 
SUR’s editors decided to enlist the help of over 50 leading human rights activists and 
academics from 18 countries, from Ecuador to Nepal, from China to the US. We asked 
them to ponder on what we saw as some of the most urgent and relevant questions 
facing the global human rights movement today: 1. Who do we represent? 2. How do 
we combine urgent issues with long-term impacts? 3. Are human rights still an effective 
language for producing social change? 4. How have new information and communication 
technologies infl uenced activism? 5. What are the challenges of working internationally 
from the South? 

The result, which you now hold in your hands, is a roadmap for the global human 
rights movement in the 21st century – it offers a vantage point from which it is possible 
to observe where the movement stands today and where it is heading. The fi rst stop 
is a refl ection on these issues by the founding directors of Conectas Human Rights, 
Oscar Vilhena Vieira and Malak El-Chichini Poppovic. The roadmap then goes on to 
include interviews and articles, both providing in-depth analyses of human rights issues, 
as well as notes from the fi eld, more personalized accounts of experiences working with 
human rights, which we have organized into six categories, although most of them could 
arguably be allocated to more than one category:

Language. In this section, we have included articles that ponder the question of 
whether human rights – as a utopia, as norms and as institutions – are still effective for 
producing social change. Here, the contributions range from analyses on human rights 
as a language for change (Stephen Hopgood and Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro), empirical 
research on the use of the language of human rights for articulating grievances in recent 
mass protests (Sara Burke), to refl ections on the standard-setting role and effectiveness 
of international human rights institutions (Raquel Rolnik, Vinodh Jaichand and Emílio 



Álvarez Icaza). It also includes studies on the movement’s global trends (David Petrasek), 
challenges to the movement’s emphasis on protecting the rule of law (Kumi Naidoo), and 
strategic proposals to better ensure a compromise between utopianism and realism in 
relation to human rights (Samuel Moyn). 

Themes. Here we have included contributions that address specifi c human rights 
topics from an original and critical standpoint. Four themes were analysed: economic 
power and corporate accountability for human rights violations (Phil Bloomer, Janet 
Love and Gonzalo Berrón); sexual politics and LGBTI rights (Sonia Corrêa, Gloria 
Careaga Pérez and Arvind Narrain); migration (Diego Lorente Pérez de Eulate); and, 
fi nally, transitional justice (Clara Sandoval).

Perspectives. This section encompasses country-specifi c accounts, mostly fi eld notes 
from human rights activists on the ground. Those contributions come from places as 
diverse as Angola (Maria Lúcia da Silveira), Brazil (Ana Valéria Araújo), Cuba (María-
Ileana Faguaga Iglesias), Indonesia (Haris Azhar), Mozambique (Salvador Nkamate) 
and Nepal (Mandira Sharma). But they all share a critical perspective on human rights, 
including for instance a sceptical perspective on the relation between litigation and public 
opinion in Southern Africa (Nicole Fritz), a provocative view of the democratic future of 
China and its relation to labour rights (Han Dongfang), and a thoughtful analysis of the 
North-South duality from Northern Ireland (Maggie Beirne).

Voices. Here the articles go to the core of the question of whom the global human 
rights movement represents. Adrian Gurza Lavalle and Juana Kweitel take note of 
the pluralisation of representation and innovative forms of accountability adopted by 
human rights NGOs. Others study the pressure for more representation or a louder voice 
in international human rights mechanisms (such as in the Inter-American system, as 
reported by Mario Melo) and in representative institutions such as national legislatures 
(as analysed by Pedro Abramovay and Heloisa Griggs). Finally, Chris Grove, as well as 
James Ron, David Crow and Shannon Golden emphasize, in their contributions, the need 
for a link between human rights NGOs and grassroots groups, including economically 
disadvantaged populations. As a counter-argument, Fateh Azzam questions the need of 
human rights activists to represent anyone, taking issue with the critique of NGOs as 
being overly dependent on donors. Finally, Mary Lawlor and Andrew Anderson provide 
an account of a Northern organization’s efforts to attend to the needs of local human 
rights defenders as they, and only they, defi ne them.

Tools. In this section, the editors included contributions that focus on the instruments 
used by the global human rights movement to do its work. This includes a debate on 
the role of technology in promoting change (Mallika Dutt and Nadia Rasul, as well 
as Sopheap Chak and Miguel Pulido Jiménez) and perspectives on the challenges of 
human rights campaigning, analysed provocatively by Martin Kirk and Fernand Alphen 
in their respective contributions. Other articles point to the need of organizations to be 
more grounded in local contexts, as noted by Ana Paula Hernández in relation to Mexico, 
by Louis Bickford in what he sees as a convergence towards the global middle, and fi nally 
by Rochelle Jones, Sarah Rosenhek and Anna Turley in their movement-support model. 
In addition, it is noted by Mary Kaldor that NGOs are not the same as civil society, 



properly understood. Furthermore, litigation and international work are cast in a 
critical light by Sandra Carvalho and Eduardo Baker in relation to the dilemma 
between long and short term strategies in the Inter-American system. Finally, 
Gastón Chillier and Pétalla Brandão Timo analyse South-South cooperation from 
the viewpoint of a national human rights NGO in Argentina.

Multipolarity. Here, the articles challenge our ways of thinking about power 
in the multipolar world we currently live in, with contributions from the heads of 
some of the world’s largest international human rights organizations based in the 
North (Kenneth Roth and Salil Shetty) and in the South (Lucia Nader, César 
Rodríguez-Garavito, Dhananjayan Sriskandarajah and Mandeep Tiwana). This 
section also debates what multipolarity means in relation to States (Emilie M. 
Hafner-Burton), international organizations and civil society (Louise Arbour) and 
businesses (Mark Malloch-Brown).

Conectas hopes this issue will foster debate on the future of the global human 
rights movement in the 21st century, enabling it to reinvent itself as necessary to 
offer better protection of human rights on the ground.

Finally, we would like to emphasize that this issue of Sur Journal was made 
possible by the support of the Ford Foundation, Open Society Foundations, 
the Oak Foundation, the Sigrid Rausing Trust, the International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC) and the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (SIDA). Additionally, Conectas Human Rights is especially grateful for 
the collaboration of the authors and the hard work of the Journal’s editorial 
team. We are also extremely thankful for the work of Maria Brant and Manoela 
Miklos for conceiving this Issue and for conducting most of the interviews, and 
for Thiago Amparo for joining the editorial team and making this Issue possible. 
We are also tremendously thankful for Luz González’s tireless work with editing 
the contributions received, and for Ana Cernov for coordinating the overall 
editorial process.
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ABSTRACT

Th is paper argues that human rights are a relevant language and eff ective framework for 
social change, particularly when it is recognized as historically emerging from grassroots 
struggles, and remains closely connected to the lived realities of people around the world 
and ongoing movements for social justice. While providing a basis for unity and moral and 
political legitimacy, human rights advocacy confronts unequal social relations, economic 
conditions and political structures. In this regard, who we represent— in terms of the 
scope, nature and leadership of “the human rights movement”— is a vital question if our 
ultimate aim is to make social justice a reality for all. Despite diff erent roles, approaches, and 
geographical locations, we ideally recognize ourselves as part of a common movement for 
social justice, necessarily led by the poor, oppressed, exploited, and others who have made a 
commitment to make human rights a reality for all. 

Original in English.
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TO BUILD A GLOBAL MOVEMENT TO MAKE HUMAN 
RIGHTS AND SOCIAL JUSTICE A REALITY FOR ALL

Chris Grove

“Who do we represent?” “Are human rights still an effective language for producing 
social change?” These two questions posed to human rights organisations, among 
the several raised by Sur for their twentieth issue, seem particularly relevant in 
light of the popular uprisings that have spread from Tunisia to Egypt to Spain, 
Chile to the US, India to South Africa to Brazil. In Egypt, the common demand 
was for “bread, freedom and social justice”. In Chile, tens of thousands of students 
challenged for-profit education, which excluded many from quality secondary or 
university education, under the slogan “Chao, lucro!” (“Goodbye, profits!”). In 
Spain, the indignados protested against high unemployment and an electoral system 
dominated by two parties that no longer represent their interests. They practiced 
direct democratic methods that were soon echoed in renewed anti-austerity protests 
in Greece and in the Occupy movement in the US. For several years, Abahlali 
baseMjondolo, centred in Durban, South Africa, has joined the Landless Peoples’ 
Movement, the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign, and other movements 
of poor people in boycotting elections under the slogan: “No Land! No House! 
No Vote!” Protesters in each of these locations have tended to combine demands 
for economic rights, greater participation, and dignity, while often learning from 
and expressing solidarity with one another. At an even more basic level, they 
have challenged deepening inequality, whether manifest as impoverishment amid 
abundance or lack of political voice in systems oriented towards the benefit of a 
few (DAVIES et al., 2008; FUENTES-NIEVA; GALASSO, 2014).

This ref lection argues that human rights are a relevant language and 
effective framework for social change, particularly when they are recognised as 
historically emerging from grassroots struggles and remain closely connected to 
the lived realities of people around the world and ongoing movements for social 
justice. While providing a basis for unity and moral and political legitimacy, the 
human rights framework and related advocacy confront unequal social relations, 
economic conditions and political structures, which often reflect interests other 
than common economic well-being and meaningful democracy. In this regard, I 
suggest that who we represent— in terms of the scope, nature and leadership of 
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“the human rights movement”— is a vital question if our ultimate aim is to make 
social justice a reality for all.

Like the Sur Journal, ESCR-Net (International Network for Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights) is celebrating its tenth anniversary and emerged from 
a similar vision to strengthen connections between NGOs, social movement 
activists, and academics across the Global South, as well as between the South and 
North, facilitating stronger engagement at the international level. For ESCR-Net, 
this was driven by the realisation that transnational corporations, international 
trade and investment agreements, as well as other global challenges were affecting 
communities around the world, who were often unable individually to impact 
these trends or forces. Working “to build a global movement to make human rights 
and social justice a reality for all”, ESCR-Net has attempted to create a platform 
for strategic exchange and joint advocacy, now led by over 200 organisational and 
50 individual members across 70 countries. As current director of the ESCR-Net 
Secretariat, while the following are my own reflections, they benefit from regular 
dialogue and collective work with these members, several of whom are cited 
throughout this paper.

1 Human rights, a relevant language

Echoing the stories of various social movement members, the argument for 
human rights ‘from below’ or emerging from common aspirations and struggles 
for justice is reinforced by multiple histories, which trace origins to philosophical 
schools of thought, social struggles, and religious traditions from across the world. 
In this regard, human rights originate as moral and often political demands, 
which have been incorporated into human rights standards at particular historic 
moments. In one account, the abolition movement, slave rebellions, and the 
Haitian Revolution, in its radicalisation of the narrow conception of rights 
informing the US and French Revolutions, gave birth to human rights based in 
“freedom, equality and common humanity”, which were codified in the wake of 
World War II, with China and Latin American States calling for both political 
and economic rights (BLACKBURN, 2011, p. 477). Tracing another narrative, the 
US NAACP– National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, 
formed in 1909 –, guided by W.E.B. DuBois, submitted an “Appeal to the 
World” to the United Nations in 1947, decrying racial subordination as a human 
rights violation, embracing both civil and economic rights, and linking African 
American equality to decolonisation (ANDERSON, 2003). In 1955, the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights was affirmed by the Non-Aligned Movement 
in Bandung (INDONESIA, 1955). In still another narrative, representing one of 
many anti-colonial struggles for the right to self-determination, Amilcar Cabral, 
Secretary-General of the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and the 
Cape Verde Islands (PAIGC), spoke of “inalienable rights” and “the legitimate 
aspirations of the African people to live in dignity”, reinforcing a call to convince 
the Portuguese “to respect international morality and legality”, in his final speech 
to the UN General Assembly in 1972 (CABRAL, 1973, p. 16-17). 
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Analysing movements of the poor organising the poor in the US, most 
recently through their co-leadership of the Poverty Initiative, Willie Baptist and 
Liz Theoharis (2011) highlight three reasons why they and other grassroots leaders 
have utilised the human rights framework. First, following the lead of Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and his move to human rights and the Poor People’s 
Campaign in the final years of his life, they suggest: “economic human rights 
offer a framework to unite poor and working people across color lines into a 
common struggle, appealing to certain core values of the US tradition and culture”. 
Secondly, demanding “Economic human rights for all!” has allowed them to raise 
fundamental questions about “why poverty exists in the richest country in the 
world, and to raise another basic question on the relation between the growth of 
poverty in the United States and its growth worldwide”. Finally, drawing on the 
international recognition of human rights, foremost in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, has brought moral and political legitimacy to these movements 
(BAPTIST; THEOHARIS, 2011, p. 172-173).

Struggling to secure the human rights of their communities in the face 
of powerful transnational forces, indigenous leaders have similarly looked to 
“international standards, not just local solutions”. These leaders committed 
two decades to the arduous task of building common demands, playing an 
unprecedented role in drafting and negotiating to finally secure the UN Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, on 13 September 2007 (GELBSPAN; PRIOSTE, 
2013, p. 86-103). When opening the 2013 Peoples’ Forum on Human Rights and 
Business, Legborsi Saro Pyagbara, president of the Movement for the Survival of 
the Ogoni People (in Nigeria), emphasised the importance of building a global 
network for human rights, which had been vital to the struggle in Ogoniland 
but also to securing international human rights standards that benefit numerous 
struggles. He emphasised:

“No matter the strength of the forces that we may contend with, I still believe strongly 
that with our collective effort, with our collective power […] we can get the objective 
of getting an internationally binding regulation for companies. […] We can change 
our world” 

(PYAGBARA, 2013).

These and related grassroots struggles have been central to the codification of 
human rights at the international level and continue to guide their ongoing 
evolution, whether reinforcing the rights of indigenous peoples, women and persons 
with disabilities or the extraterritorial obligations of States to regulate the activities 
of corporations and private investors abroad. In the wake of the Great Depression, 
fascism, and genocide, drawing on diverse philosophical traditions and struggles for 
justice, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was adopted by the 
UN General Assembly in 1948 affirming “the advent of a world in which human 
beings shall enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom from fear and want 
has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the common people”. Arguably 
resonating with peoples’ lived experience, the UDHR has been translated into 
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418 languages (UNITED NATIONS, 2014). In the 1993 Vienna Declaration and 
Programme of Action, representatives of 171 States and more than 800 grassroots 
groups and other NGOs reaffirmed: “All human rights are universal, indivisible 
and interdependent and interrelated” (UNITED NATIONS, 1993, art. 5). The Vienna 
Declaration led to the creation of the High Commissioner for Human Rights; called 
for examination of optional protocols to the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights, which led to an international remedy mechanism for 
ESCR violations; and urged the domestic incorporation of human rights standards, 
with the South African Constitution providing an important model the following 
year (UNITED NATIONS, 1993, art. 18, 75, 83). 

The above begins to answer the question: “Are human rights still an effective 
language for producing social change?” Yet the question might be reframed as: Is 
social justice becoming a reality for growing numbers of people due to human rights 
advocacy? I argue for a qualified “yes”. After more than a decade of renewed advocacy 
on human rights and business at the UN, few major corporations, particularly with 
brand recognition, can avoid addressing corporate social responsibility, at least giving 
a nod to human rights and environmental safeguards. Current UN processes have 
produced the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, a mandate 
for a thematic UN Working Group to “make recommendations at the national, 
regional and international levels for enhancing access to effective remedies” (UNITED 
NATIONS, 2011, art. 6e), and over 20 States calling for development of a legally binding 
standard at the Human Rights Council in 2013 (ECUADOR, 2013). Similarly, the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples has deepened recognition of the 
right to free, prior and informed consent to business investments in their land, via 
the right’s inclusion in both the UN Human Rights Council’s Universal Periodic 
Review and in the International Finance Corporation’s Performance Standard 7*; 
the right has been further alleged in successful arguments before regional human 
rights bodies (for instance, see INTER-AMERICAN COURT OF HUMAN RIGHTS, 
Pueblo Indígena Kichwa de Sarayaku v. Ecuador, 2012). Furthermore, in one recent case, 
media coverage and political pressure intensified on 1 October 2013, when eight 
UN mandate holders issued a press release on the letters that they had sent to India, 
South Korea, and the South Korean corporation Posco, outlining the human rights 
obligations of each actor in relation to the largest foreign direct investment project 
in India’s history (UNITED NATIONS, 2013). However, despite these successes, 
widespread violations involving corporations continue in the face of voluntary 
standards and weak remedies.

Building on the South African Constitution and the country’s independent 
Constitutional Court, the Legal Resources Centre and Community Law Centre, 
among other human rights organisations, were central to securing positive 
precedents in early and vital ESCR cases, including the obligation to respect the 
right to housing, requiring government to take reasonable steps to ensure access 

*The IFC – a branch of the World Bank’s group directed to the private sector – has established standards 
that its clients must meet during IFC’s investment. Performance Standard 7, on Indigenous peoples, now 
details the circumstances that require affected communities’ free, prior and informed consent to intended 
developments.
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to adequate housing and provide relief for those in most desperate needs, and the 
right of access to healthcare, forcing government to make available nation-wide a 
drug that helps to prevent mother-to-child transmission of HIV/AIDS (SOUTH 
AFRICA, Government of RSA & Others v. Grootboom & Others 2000; SOUTH AFRICA, 
Minister of Health & Others v. Treatment Action Campaign & Others, 2002). In 2013, the 
Centre for Human Rights and Development brought a case to the Supreme Court 
of Mongolia, which set an important precedent in ruling illegal two extraction 
and six exploration licenses for a mining corporation based on the constitutional 
right to live in a healthy and safe environment (MONGOLIA, 2013). The Centre 
suggested that Mongolia’s ratification of the Optional Protocol to the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (OP-ICESCR) and the 
possibility of a complaint to an international treaty body helped to ensure a fair 
hearing and ultimately justice for the herders involved in the case. Yet, while the 
justiciability of economic, social and cultural rights has been demonstrated via cases 
at all levels, litigators and advocates must now grapple with the frequent lack of 
implementation of positive decisions. Further, despite monumental legal victories, 
poverty and substantive inequality still plague South Africa, twenty years after the 
end of apartheid, while the extractive industry continues to reshape Mongolia in 
ways that frequently undermine human rights. 

Human rights offer a relevant language for building unity, providing 
legitimacy, and framing internationally recognised demands, while securing 
justice in many individual cases. However, the above paragraphs suggest that the 
“effectiveness” of human rights confronts vastly unequal power relations. As the 
long-contested Belo Monte Dam in the Brazilian Amazon moved forward in late 
2013, Padre Claret Fernandes, a leader of Movimento dos Atingidos por Barragens 
(MAB, movement of people affected by dams), reflected: “The incredible speed of 
capital and its priorities run over everything […] The indigenous population was not 
consulted […] the day of evictions in Altamira is a stark reflection of this historical 
pattern of the violation of human rights prompted by the construction of dams” 
(FERNANDES, 2014). Frederick Douglass, former slave and abolitionist, was clear: 
“The whole history of the progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet 
made to her august claims have been born of earnest struggle. […] Power concedes 
nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will” (DOUGLASS, 1950 [1857], 
p. 437). The abolition movement involved moral and even physical struggle, political 
negotiation, legislative change and legal battles, and ultimately the end of slavery 
was the first of many steps towards formal equality in the US, which has not yet 
consolidated into full substantive equality. This arguably leads to and adds urgency 
to the question: Who do we represent? 

2 Wh o we represent

In part, we hopefully represent ourselves, our families and friends, our own 
communities facing different forms of injustice, the grassroots movements 
to which many of us belong in our own countries, and the political or moral 
commitments we have made. ESCR-Net’s Board is elected by members from 
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members, based on principles of regional diversity, gender balance, and inclusion 
of social movements.

Two of our seven current board members are social movement leaders; 
the rest are officially representatives of NGOs. However, this perhaps offers too 
simple of a picture. All of the board members have spent the majority of their lives 
politically committed to and struggling for human rights. At our most recent board 
meeting, we began with the questions: What led you to become an advocate for 
human rights? Why are you committed to leading and helping to build a global 
network or movement to advance ESCR? Two of our board members—one from 
a social movement and one from an NGO— became politically engaged in college 
struggling against repressive governments, spent time underground, and dedicated 
their lives to advancing human rights. Another NGO representative spoke of 
watching the loss of a small family farm and then becoming aware of wider trends 
impacting both the Global North and South. 

Yet there are substantial differences and periodic tensions between many social 
movements and NGOs, as well as between different types of movements. Social 
movement leaders are directly accountable to their communities, usually emerging 
from them and facing similar impoverishment, dispossession, discrimination or 
repression. Academics— not necessarily emerging from a given movement— often 
offer useful analysis, and many established NGOs provide needed legal or media 
expertise or access to decision-makers. However, the strategic analysis, decision-
making processes, and political importance of social movements are sometimes 
undervalued or disregarded. From their earliest protests challenging dispossession 
and displacement in Durban, South Africa, the movement Abahlali baseMjondolo 
has been accused of being led by a ‘Third Force’ of outside agitators. The term 
was originally used to describe covert support from white security forces to Zulu 
nationalists fighting against the ANC in the final years of apartheid in South 
Africa. Today, the term suggests white manipulation and lack of agency of the 
poor. S’bu Zikode, a shack dweller, gas station attendant and first Chairperson 
of AbahlalibaseMjondolo, powerfully challenged several NGOs, academic and 
government critics, who had not seriously engaged with the movement but chose 
to speak about or for it:

I must warn those comrades, government officials, politicians and intellectuals who 
speak about the Third Force that they have no idea what they are talking about. They 
are too high to really feel what we feel. They always want to talk for us and about us 
but they must allow us to talk about our lives and our struggles. […] The Third Force 
is all the pain and the suffering that the poor are subjected to every second in our lives. 
[…] We are driven by the Third Force, the suffering of the poor. Our betrayers are the 
Second Force. The First Force was our struggle against apartheid. The Third Force 
will stop when the Fourth Force comes. The Fourth Force is land, housing, water, 
electricity, health care, education and work. We are only asking what is basic – not 
what is luxurious. This is the struggle of the poor. The time has come for the poor to 
show themselves that we can be poor in life but not in mind.

 (ZIKODE, 2006, p. 185).
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Despite this critique, AbahlalibaseMjondolo has formed strong alliances— vetted 
by movement members— with the Socio-Economic Rights Institute of South 
Africa to serve as legal counsel, with Sleeping Giant to create the documentary 
Dear Mandela, and with academics like Richard Pithouse. 

Instead of ‘who do we represent,’ the question might as well be: who 
must be central to our movement? In part, the answer of ESCR-Net, SUR, and 
a growing number of human rights actors over the past decade has been civil 
society organisations from every region of the world, with particular attention to 
the Global South, which has often faced dispossession and exploitation via the 
policies of governments and international financial institutions from the Global 
North. However, inequalities also exist within countries and regions. Some civil 
society organisations have access, even if imperfect, to national and international 
opinion and decision makers while others remain marginalised. More importantly, 
an individual civil society organisation, regardless of its profile or location, usually 
has minimal ability to affect societal change and secure human rights at a systemic 
level, when working in isolation. This argues for a growing and interconnected 
movement of grassroots groups and established organisations from all regions of 
the world.

In calling for a Poor People’s Campaign to march on Washington, DC, 
months before his assassination, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. outlined his 
analysis of how societal change would occur: 

The dispossessed of this nation— the poor, both white and Negro— live in a cruelly 
unjust society. They must organise a revolution against the injustice, not against the 
lives of the persons who are their fellow citizens, but against the structures through 
which the society is refusing to take means which have been called for, and which are at 
hand, to lift the load of poverty. There are millions of poor people in this country who 
have very little, or even nothing, to lose. If they can be helped to take action together, 
they will do so with a freedom and a power that will be a new and unsettling force in 
our complacent national life.

 (KING, 1967, p. 59-60). 

This dispossession and impoverishment has grown in the US and most of the 
world, and many from among the poor and precarious have begun to decry the 
injustices perpetuated by existing economic and political systems. The centrality 
and leadership of this social group was vital for Dr. King, yet he also imagined that 
many “from all groups in the country’s life” would join and ultimately become 
leaders, like himself, in this movement to end poverty and injustice. Secondly, he 
understood that this movement must ultimately become international, noting that 
“we in the West must bear in mind that the poor countries are poor primarily 
because we have exploited them” and calling for unity with Latin American 
movements and anti-apartheid struggles in South Africa (KING, 1967, p. 62). 

A recent study, mapping “World Protests 2006-2013”, documented 843 
protest events across 87 countries, suggesting that the largest number (488) 
challenged economic injustice and austerity, followed by grievances with the 
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failure of political representation. Many utilised the language of rights, and 70 
were ‘global’ or organised across regions. After noting the growth and size of these 
protests as “another period of rising outrage and discontent” comparable to 1848, 
1917, or 1968, the authors suggest: 

Although the breadth of demand for economic justice is of serious consequence, the most 
sobering finding of the study is the overwhelming demand (218 protests), not for economic 
justice per se, but for what prevents economic issues from being addressed: a lack of 
‘real democracy’, which is a result of people’s growing awareness that policy-making has 
not prioritized them— even when it has claimed to— and frustration with politics as 
usual and a lack of trust in existing political actors, left and right.

 (ORTIZ et al., 2013, p. 5-6).

I would echo the gravity of recent protests, both their scope and substance. The 
economic inequality and systemic issues that led to many protests remain. As 
uncertainty, falling currency values, and dwindling capital plague emerging 
economies, the tepid recovery in wealthier countries appears primarily to be 
a recovery of the financial system, which has avoided public takeover or even 
substantial regulation despite widespread condemnation and taxpayer bailouts. 
Where unemployment rates are falling, this is often due to a decrease in labour force 
participation rates and the growth of temporary, lower-paying jobs. Revolutions in 
computing and robotics may offer benefits that could be allocated widely in the 
future, yet seem to promise an extended period of dislocation, redundant labour, 
and growing inequality under our current economic model. Further, across many 
countries, there has seemingly been an increase in criminalisation, defamation 
and repression of human rights defenders and social protest, closing space for 
participation that is central to “real democracy” and attempting to silence public 
debate about the nature of our shared future.

To be relevant to popular uprisings and movements, my sense is that we 
must embrace the potential of human rights to raise critical questions about our 
economic and political systems via an internationally recognised framework, 
which emerged from social struggle and embodies demands for a just society. 
Even as many of us call for legislative and policy reforms, greater accountability, 
and international cooperation in line with evolving human rights standards, 
our origins as human rights organisations encourage an ongoing connection to 
the moral outrage that decries poverty amid global plenty, embraces substantive 
equality, and elevates common good above the privilege of a few. Similarly, despite 
different roles, approaches, and geographical locations, we ideally recognise 
ourselves as part of a movement for social justice and human rights, led by the 
poor, oppressed, exploited and the rest of us who have made a commitment to 
make human rights a reality for all. This is not a movement for someone else 
in a distant place. From the forces of technological change and global capital 
to the impacts of climate change and military conflict, our deepening global 
interdependence suggests that this must become a movement for our common 
future and collective human dignity and well-being.
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