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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

After decades of mobilization and advocacy, how familiar are ordinary people with human rights, and 
how is this familiarity shaped by socio-economic status? We explore these questions with new data 
from the Human Rights Perception Polls, representative surveys conducted in four countries. We fi nd 
that public exposure to the term “human rights” is high in Colombia, Mexico and parts of Morocco, 
but more moderate in and around Mumbai, India. Th e public’s rate of personal contact with rights 
activists, workers and volunteers, however, is much more limited. For both indicators, moreover, 
socio-economic status is a meaningful statistical predictor. People who are more educated, wealthier, 
reside in urban areas and enjoy Internet access also tend to be more familiar with the term “human 
rights,” and to have met a human rights worker, activist, or volunteer. Th ese fi ndings should concern 
human rights strategists keen to promote ties with the poor. To address this challenge, human rights 
groups should develop more popularly oriented models of engagement and resource mobilization.

Original in Engliah.

Received in April 2014.
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36
HUMAN RIGHTS FAMILIARITY AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC 
STATUS: A FOUR-COUNTRY STUDY

James Ron, David Crow and Shannon Golden

1 Introduction

Although there are no formal mechanisms linking human rights actors with specific 
constituencies, many rights-based actors believe they represent the interests, needs 
and aspirations of society’s most disempowered and vulnerable. Up until now, 
however, these beliefs have been unsupported by much systematic evidence. For 
reasons of cost, inclination and feasibility, human rights researchers rarely ask 
ordinary people for their views on—and experience with—human rights language 
and organizations. This article addresses this knowledge gap with original public 
surveys in four countries. We asked thousands of people how much they had 
heard the term “human rights,” and whether they had ever met a self-identified 
human rights worker, activist, or volunteer. Armed with this data and aided by 
statistical analysis, we investigate the prevalence and correlates of public human 
rights familiarity.

We find that familiarity with human rights terms and representatives 
increases with socio-economic status. This finding is of concern, we believe, because 
familiarity with human rights is an indicator of the movement’s representational 
success. Human rights organizations cannot persuasively claim to represent 
ordinary people if those individuals have neither heard their message, nor met their 
representatives. Rights groups cannot credibly claim to represent society’s poorest 
sectors, moreover, if public outreach in these communities is systematically and 
meaningfully undermined by low socioeconomic status.

We conducted our Human Rights Perceptions Polls in 2012 in Colombia, 
India, Mexico and Morocco. We selected these countries for their diversity across 
multiple indicators, including distinct world regions (Latin America, North Africa 
and South Asia), colonial histories (Spain, France and Britain), world religions 

Notes to this text start on page 351.
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(Christianity, Islam and Hinduism) and linguistic traditions (Spanish, Arabic, 
French and Hindi). This diversity boosts the generalizability of our findings.

Conducting public surveys in these four countries also makes sense because, 
in each, significant numbers are exposed to human rights terminology and workers. 
Although all four countries have serious human rights problems, they all enjoy 
a modicum of political and civil liberties, including some freedom of speech, 
movement and association. Most importantly, each country has an active civil 
society and a vibrant domestic human rights sector.

1.1 Familiarity with human rights: how deep can it go?

Human rights discourse is ubiquitous in global media, diplomatic and policy 
circles (MOYN 2010; RON; RAMOS; RODGERS, 2005), provoking comparisons with 
other transnational lingua franca, such as mathematics or statistics (CMIEL, 2004). 
Important questions remain, however, about the ability of human rights terms 
and activists to break out of elite circles and penetrate mass publics (HAFNER-
BURTON; RON, 2009). Many worry that human rights, like other transnational 
and cosmopolitan ideas, are little more than the “class consciousness of frequent 
travelers,” destined to languish forever among the upper global crust (CALHOUN, 
2002).

These concerns are intimately connected to questions of political 
representation. Which communities, and interests, do human rights organizations 
speak for? Whom do they really represent? The most “wretched of the earth” 
(FANON, 2005), as many hope, or the global middle class, as many fear? Public 
familiarity with human rights is not the only indicator of representation, of course, 
but it is important. No self-respecting Communist would ever have laid claim to 
representing the working class if laborers had never met Party members, and no 
self-respecting evangelist would claim success amidst popular ignorance of Christ 
or Muhammad. Familiarity both with the Word and its Messenger may not be 
sufficient for representation, but does seem rather necessary.

What, then, did we expect to find? On the one hand, the poorest and most 
disempowered are often likely to suffer most from all manner of human rights 
violations (KHAN; PETRASEK, 2009). As a result, they should, in theory, have 
the most incentive to acquire human rights knowledge and contacts. Human 
rights activists, for their part, should be keenly motivated to reach out to this 
demographic. As many advocates argue, the human rights movement’s most 
pressing task is to work with and alongside the poor, often through the rights-
based approach to development. If true, then people situated at the lowest rung of 
society’s socioeconomic ladder should have more human rights familiarity than 
those located higher up.

Yet many observers would predict the precise opposite (AN-NA’IM, 2000; 
ENGLUND, 2006; HOPGOOD, 2013; ODINKALU, 1999; OKAFOR, 2006). The human 
rights movement’s stated aspirations aside, wealthier and better-educated people 
always have more access to resources and information and often find greater value 
in abstract, cosmopolitan ideas such as human rights. Historically, moreover, it 
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was often the urban, middle or organized working classes who expressed the most 
interest in individual rights, rather than the disorganized, under-educated or rural 
poor (HUBER; RUESCHEMEYER; STEPHENS, 1993; LIPSET, 1959; MAMDANI, 1996). 
Although human rights activists may hope the poor are more familiar with their 
work, some experts would argue that sociological and political realities suggest 
otherwise.

Happily, these different expectations can be adjudicated with the help of 
well-designed, statistically representative public surveys.

2 Data & methods

In the publication, we describe our Human Rights Perception Polls (RON; CROW, 
forthcoming). Briefly, we gathered our Mexican and Colombian data in collaboration 
with the Americas and the World survey team at the Center for Economic Research 
and Teaching (CIDE) in Mexico City.1 We collected our Moroccan and Indian 
data in collaboration with local survey companies.

Mexico: Our Mexican data includes a nationally representative sample of 
2400 adults aged 18 and over, along with a smaller sample of 500 persons drawn 
from Mexico’s “power elite” (MILLS, 2000), including business executives, elected 
officials, high-ranking bureaucrats, journalists and academics. This second poll 
of elites is illustrative, not statistically representative.

Mexico is a good case for investigating popular human rights familiarity. 
Systematic rights violations abound, but Mexico’s growing democracy and socio-
demographic profile afford opportunities for human rights debate and citizen 
involvement. Mexico’s population is wealthier, better educated and more exposed 
to global ideas than many, its press and political system are relatively free and its 
population has strong ties to a U.S.-based diaspora. The country has had a vibrant 
domestic rights sector since the early 1990s and the government’s policy rhetoric 
is favorable to human rights concerns (ANAYA MUÑOZ, 2009). Human rights 
are intensely topical, moreover, because of the country’s brutal internal drug war 
(INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP, 2013). Criminals and security forces have killed 
over 70,000 and disappeared thousands more since 2006.

Colombia: Our Colombian data also includes a nationally representative 
sample of 1,700 adults. Like Mexico, Colombia is a strong case for investigating 
public human rights familiarity. Decades-old violence between security forces, 
leftist guerrillas and state-sponsored paramilitary groups—all variously tied to 
drug cartels—has generated multiple rights violations. The government frames 
the country’s conflict as a war on terrorism, and many Colombians regard the 
government’s security policies as effective. But these policies have also exacted 
a high civilian toll, including 30-50,000 forced disappearances and a series of 
“parapolitics” scandals linking politicians and military officers to right-wing 
paramilitaries (HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH, 2012). Like Mexico, Colombia has an 
active domestic human rights community comprising many hundreds of groups 
organized in dense networks, along with strong transnational ties (BRYSK, 2009; 
OIDHACO, 2013).

VOICES
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Morocco: Our Moroccan data includes a sample of 1,100 adults and is 
representative of the population residing in Rabat and Casablanca, the country’s 
adjacent political and financial capitals, and of rural residents living up to 70 
kilometers from either city. Morocco also offers fertile ground for investigating 
rights familiarity (RON; GOLDEN, 2013). The country’s worst violations of civil and 
political rights occurred during the 1970s and 1980s, known as the “Years of Lead.” 
Morocco began liberalizing in the 1990s, included human rights commitments in 
a new constitution and accelerated the liberalization process under a new king in 
the 2000s. Gender-based rights activists have made particular progress. Although 
restrictions and abuses continue against Islamist and Western Sahara activists, 
the domestic Moroccan rights sector is vocal, self confident and comparatively 
effective (SLYOMOVICS, 2005).

India: Our Indian data includes a sample of 1,600 adults and is representative 
of residents of Mumbai, the country’s cultural and financial capital, and the 
adjoining rural areas of Maharashtra State.

India’s population is similar to Morocco’s in terms of income and education 
and poorer and less literate than Mexico’s or Colombia’s. India has the longest 
democratic tradition of all four, however, as well as a cacophonous domestic press 
and long history of rights-based activism, including path-breaking legal advances 
in social and economic rights (GUDAVARTHY, 2008; JHA, 2003; RAY, 2003). These 
include the 2005 Right to Information Act, the 2009 Right to Education Act 
and the 2013 National Food Security Act. Mumbai is home to India’s first civil 
liberties groups and is a center for local efforts to protect the rights of women and 
slum dwellers, improve communal relations and advocate for housing and food 
security rights.

2.1 Our statistical variables

We use two variables to measure the public’s familiarity with human rights. To 
assess respondents’ exposure to human rights terminology, we ask, “In your 
daily life, how often do you hear the term ‘human rights’?” [Daily; Frequently; 
Sometimes; Rarely; Never]. To assess respondents’ personal contact with human 
rights workers/volunteers, we asked, “Have you ever met someone who works in a 
human rights organization?” [Yes; No].

We measure respondents’ socioeconomic status by assessing their education, 
place of residence, income and Internet access. For education, we asked, “What is 
the highest level of education you have completed?”2 For urban residence, we coded 
the area where respondents lived with accepted Moroccan census classifications. 
For income, we used a subjective perception of income relative to expenditures, 
asking, “With total family income, which statement best describes your income 
status?” [“My income allows me to cover expenses and save”; “My income can just 
cover expenses, without major difficulties”; “My income cannot cover expenses, 
and I have difficulties”; “My income cannot cover expenses and I have major 
difficulties”].3 For Internet use, we asked, “Do you use the Internet?” [Yes; No]. 
We also include two control variables, sex and age [in years].
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3 Findings

We begin with the Mexican case, as it is the only one of our four cases with both 
a public and an elite sample.

Figure 1 demonstrates that the prevalence of human rights terminology 
among both Mexican elites and general public is high, but that elite exposure is 
much higher. Some 90 percent of elite Mexicans told us they heard “human rights” 
(derechos humanos) either “daily” or “frequently,” compared to almost 40 percent 
among the general public. Yet even this figure of 40 percent seems extraordinarily 
large; extrapolating, it suggests that some 30 million Mexican adults are exposed 
to the words derechos humanos on a daily basis.

Remarkably, human rights exposure in Colombia and Morocco is even higher. 
As Figure 2 notes, 49 percent of Colombian adults say they routinely hear the 
term derechos humanos while 54 percent of adults living in and around Rabat 
and Casablanca reported regularly hearing the French, droits de l’ homme or the 
Arabic hukuk al insaan. And while our Indian survey reveals lower rates of public 
exposure—only 20 percent of adults living in and around Mumbai reported 
regularly hearing either the Hindi mānava adhikāra or the Marathi mānavī 
adhikāra—even this comparatively low exposure rate seems high.

Personal contact with human rights workers, unsurprisingly, was much 
lower. In Mexico, moreover, our separate elite and mass samples were very 
different. As Figure 3 notes, 86 percent of Mexican elites report having met 
someone active with a human rights organization, compared to only 11 percent 
among the general public. Mexican human rights activists circulate far more 
frequently and intensively in their society’s upper realms.
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Yet here, too, the Mexican and Colombian glass is half full, since 11 and 18 percent 
of their general population has met a human rights worker. In Mexico, this would 
suggest an overall figure of eight million (see Figure 4). These high rates likely stem 
from the two countries’ drug-related internal conflicts, population displacements, 
government rhetoric and strong activist outreach.

In Morocco and India, by contrast, the public’s contact with human rights 
personnel is far lower. Only 7 percent of adults living in and around Rabat and 
Casablanca report having met a human rights worker, while in Mumbai and its 
rural environs, only one percent have.
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3.1 Statistical analysis: higher socioeconomic status,     
 more human rights familiarity

Our methodology allows us to assess the link between socio-economic factors 
and the public’s human rights familiarity. We find that in all four countries, 
higher socioeconomic status (SES) is correlated with more exposure to human 
rights terms and workers. Table 1 presents an overview of our findings. A plus 
sign (+) signifies a positive and statistically significant relationship between 
one of our four SES variables (education, urban residence, income and Internet 
use) and our two measures of human rights familiarity, namely: respondents’ 
exposure to human rights terminology, and respondents’ personal contact with 
human rights workers/activists/volunteers; a minus sign (-) signifies a negative 
relationship between SES and familiarity; and “n.f.,” or “no finding,” signifies 
no statistically significant relationship.
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Table 1.  Summary of Findings:  Relationships between SES and 
Familiarity with HR Discourse and Practitioners

Exposure Contact Exposure Contact Exposure Contact Exposure Contact
Education + + + + n.f. n.f. + +
Urban Residence — n.f. + + + n.f. n.f. n.f.
Income + + + + — n.f. n.f. n.f.
Internet Use + + + n.f. + + n.f. +
"+" = Positive relationship

"—" = Negative relationship
"n.f." = No finding

Colombia Mexico Mumbai Rabat/Casablanca
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In all countries, some SES measures are meaningfully associated with greater 
human rights familiarity and in some countries, all four measures are associated 
with greater human rights familiarity. Education and Internet use were the leading 
correlates, as they enjoyed positive statistical associations with the public’s human 
rights familiarity in six of eight possible cases. Income was next, with a positive 
association in four of eight cases, while urban residence had a positive association 
in three. Cumulatively, these findings suggest that higher social standing is reliably 
associated with human rights familiarity in all four countries.

Table 2 contains our full regression results. Since the dependent variable respondent 
exposure is ordinal – that is, arranged in a well-ordered set–we modeled its effects with 
ordinal logistic regression, a commonly used statistical technique that estimates the net 
effects of various independent factors, or variables, on a single, ordered, “outcome” factor, 
or variable. In these models, the coefficients should be interpreted as the strength of the 
effect an independent variable has on the odds of belonging to “higher” categories (e.g., 
hearing human rights “daily” or “frequently”), as opposed to the odds of belonging to 
“lower” categories (e.g., hearing human rights only “sometimes,” “rarely” or “never”). And 
since the dependent (or outcome) variable respondent personal contact is a dichotomous, 
or “yes/no” response, we used simple binary logistic regression. Here, coefficients should 
be interpreted as the effect of an independent variable on the odds of a respondent’s having 
ever met a human rights worker.

Table 2.  Determinants of Frequency of Exposure to Phrase "HR" (Ordinal Logit)
and Contact with HRO Worker (Logit)

Exposure Contact Exposure Contact Exposure Contact Exposure Contact
Education (Yrs.) 0.075*** 0.052** 0.078*** 0.070*** 0.000 -0.004 0.026† 0.125***

(0.000) (0.003) (0.000) (0.000) (0.989) (0.921) (0.068) (0.000)
Urban (Yes=1) -0.316*** -0.266 0.176*** 0.580*** 0.492*** -0.065 0.008 -0.099

(0.020) (0.202) (0.038) (0.001) (0.000) (0.872) (0.953) (0.746)
Income (Perceived) 0.228*** 0.182*** 0.089† 0.226** -0.209*** 0.050 0.007 -0.040

(0.000) (0.046) (0.061) (0.007) (0.000) (0.749) (0.925) (0.780)
Uses Internet 0.541*** 0.642*** 0.181† -0.006 1.021*** 1.000** -0.197 0.838**

(0.000) (0.001) (0.060) (0.973) (0.000) (0.003) (0.218) (0.006)
Sex (Male=1) 0.191*** 0.187 0.036 0.162 0.461*** 0.393 0.169 0.175

(0.039) (0.163) (0.633) (0.221) (0.000) (0.198) (0.141) (0.448)
Age 0.015*** -0.001 0.004 0.010*** -0.004 -0.015 0.006 0.019***

(0.000) (0.787) (0.148) (0.023) (0.189) (0.163) (0.187) (0.028)

N 1585 1567 2325 2309 1535 1562 1046 1059
Log-likelihood -2156.33 -723.41 -3344.41 -806.37 -2271.96 -216.49 -1453.03 -287.52

2 LR Test 159.15 63.18 128.35 61.37 154.73 16.36 8.24 59.65
p -value 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.012 0.221 0.000
Pseudo-R2 0.036 0.042 0.019 0.037 0.033 0.036 0.003 0.094

p -values in parentheses
† p  < 0.10; *** p  < 0.05; **p  < 0.01; *p  < .001

Colombia Mexico Mumbai Rabat/Casablanca



JAMES RON, DAVID CROW AND SHANNON GOLDEN

20 SUR 335-351 (2014)  ■  343

3.2 Education

Better-educated respondents hear the phrase “human rights” far more frequently and 
are likelier to have met a human rights worker than their less-educated counterparts 
in Colombia, Mexico, and Rabat/Casablanca (see Figure 5).

To gauge the impact of education on respondent exposure to the words 
“human rights,” we combined the two highest responses, “frequently” and “daily.” 
The association between education and exposure is strongest in Colombia (shown 
by the three leftmost bars above the “Exposure” category label) and Mexico (the 
three middle bars in “Exposure”). Some 64 percent of Colombians with a doctorate 
or equivalent degree (21 years of education, white bars) hear often about derechos 
humanos, compared to only 48% of Colombians who have completed high school 
(light gray bars) and 27 percent with no formal education (dark gray bars). The 
same is true for Mexico, where about 58 percent of respondents with 21 years of 
schooling hear about human rights often, compared to only 40 percent who have 
completed high school and 21 percent with no schooling. The association with 
education is not as pronounced in Morocco (the three rightmost bars in “Exposure”), 
because a high proportion of Moroccans with no education (50 percent) already 
hear frequently about human rights.

The three sets of bars to the right of Figure 5, above the “Contact” category label, 
track education’s association with the probability of respondent contact with a 
human rights worker. The link is most pronounced in Rabat/Casablanca (the three 
rightmost bars), where going from the minimum to the maximum of the education 
range is associated with an increase in the probability of respondent contact with 
a human rights worker from two to 24 percent. The association is more modest, 
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but still important, for Colombia (the three leftmost bars in “Contact,” rising from 
eight percent to about 21 percent) and Mexico (the three middle bars in “Contact,” 
which increase from four percent to about 15 percent).

3.3 Internet Use

Figure 6 depicts the estimated probabilities of respondent exposure and 
contact for Internet users (dark gray bars) and non-Internet users (light gray). 
The positive association with respondent exposure is strongest in Mumbai, 
where 27 percent of Internet users hear about human rights often, compared 
to only 12 percent of non-Internet users. In Colombia, 59 percent of Internet 
users are often exposed to human rights discourse, compared to 45 percent of 
non-Internet users. The difference in Mexico is smaller but still statistically 
significant, at 39 versus 35 percent.

The data evince a similarly positive association between Internet use and respondent 
contact with human rights workers. In Colombia, the odds of a respondent having 
had personal contact with a human rights worker increase with Internet use from 
14 to 23 percent, while in Rabat/Casablanca and Mumbai, it more than doubles.

3.4 Income

Figure 7 depicts the association of respondent exposure and respondent contact 
with income. We assess the size of these effects by comparing those at the 
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maximum and minimum of our perceived income scale. In Colombia, those who 
“cannot cover expenses” and have “major economic difficulties” (the dark gray 
bars) have about a 37 percent chance of hearing about human rights often (the 
leftmost, dark gray bar above the “Exposure” category label) and a 11 percent 
chance of having met a human rights worker (the leftmost, dark gray bar above 
the “Contact” category label)). These figures rise to 53 percent and 17 percent, 
respectively, for Colombians whose income allows them “to cover expenses and 
save” (light gray bars immediately to the right of the dark gray bars for “cannot 
cover expenses/major difficulties”).

In Mexico, these same associations are statistically significant, albeit less 
dramatically so. Poorer Mexicans have a respondent exposure rate to human rights 
of 32 percent (the second dark gray bar from left to right), as well as a 5 percent 
personal contact rate (the rightmost dark gray bar). Their wealthier counterparts, 
by contrast, have higher exposure and personal contact rates (39 and 10 percent, 
respectively, as shown by the second light gray bar from left to right and the 
rightmost light gray bar).

In Mumbai, however, exposure to the phrase “human rights” decreased with 
income (two bars above the “Mumbai” category label). The data suggest that 
wealthy people living in and around Mumbai hear human rights “often” about 
seven percentage points less than the poor. Intriguingly, human rights workers and 
messages circulate more heavily among the poor in this part of India. Although 
this individual finding does not undermine our overall argument, it does suggest 
that something rather different is going on in that context.
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3.5 Urban Residence

Finally, city residence tends, overall, to be associated with greater respondent 
exposure and contact. Urban residents in Mexico, for example, are more likely 
to hear about human rights often (39 percent) and to have met a human rights 
worker (12 percent) than their rural counterparts (35 and 7 percent, respectively). 
Similarly, city-dwelling Mumbaikars have higher rates of respondent exposure 
(18 percent) than rural Marathis (12 percent).

Once again, however, there are some puzzling differences. In Colombia, for 
example, rural Colombians have more respondent exposure than urbanites (45 
to 38 percent) and the explanation may be linked to Colombia’s war on drugs, 
counterinsurgency campaigns and attendant rights violations, much of which 
occurred in rural zones. Once again, this counter-intuitive finding reminds us 
that careful, country-specific data collection is vital.

These two exceptions notwithstanding, the positive relationship between 
socioeconomic status and human rights familiarity is a strong general finding, 
robust to different measurements of familiarity (as respondent exposure and 
respondent personal contact) and socioeconomic status (education, income, 
Internet use and urban residence).

3.6 Controls

Our two control variables, age and sex, are also statistically significant, in some 
instances. Men are more likely than women to frequently hear the phrase, human 
rights, in Colombia and Mumbai (see Table 2), while rates of personal contact 
with human rights workers increase with age in Mexico and Morocco. Respondent 
exposure, moreover, increases with age in Colombia.

4 Discussion

Our Human Rights Perception Polls show that ordinary people across regions, 
linguistic divides, religions and colonial traditions often hear the phrase “human 
rights.” Personal contact with human rights activists, however, is much less 
frequent. The data also show that both the human rights Word and its Messengers 
circulate more heavily among wealthier, better educated and more Internet-
savvy respondents. Although this finding may disappoint human rights activists 
keen to stand in solidarity with the poor, it should not surprise. After all, many 
observers have long suspected as much, although none, until now, have provided 
systematic evidence.

There is no reason to suspect that higher human rights familiarity 
guarantees good deeds or intentions, of course. Although our study shows that 
elites are more exposed to human rights terms and activists than the poor, elites 
are also the source of many persistent human rights problems. Our study does 
not claim that human rights familiarity changes behavior for the better. The 
more important issue, in our view, is that of representation. If familiarity with 
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human rights terms and activists declines with socio-economic status, human 
rights organizations ’ claim to represent the poor and disempowered is dramatically 
weakened. One cannot claim to “represent” people whom one has never met, or 
who only rarely hear one’s message.

Must human rights groups seek to represent the poor? The question 
cuts to the heart of many long-standing debates. Some view the human rights 
movement as appropriately elite-oriented, arguing that rights groups’ chief 
mission is, and should be, supporting high level reform, often of a technical, 
policy or legalistic nature (GONZÁLEZ, 2013). If true, comparatively low human 
rights familiarity among those from lower socio-economic backgrounds offers 
little cause for concern; it is elites who are the true target audience. Still others 
suggest that human rights groups’ chief contribution is serving as connectors 
between grassroots communities, activists and elites (ANSOLABEHERE, 2013; 
GALLAGHER, 2013). Human rights activity, in this view, is not a popularity 
contest but rather a back-stage networking effort that promotes the concerns of 
marginalized groups from a distance.

For many others, however, the proper role of human rights groups should 
be to represent and stand in solidarity with the poor. This, for example, is the 
view of those who write about the “rights-based approach to development,” an 
approach that has gained much policy traction of late (KINDORNAY; RON; 
CARPENTER, 2012). It is also popular among those concerned with promoting 
human rights as a form of mass-based activism, rather than a professional practice 
of policy and legal advocacy (BANYA, 2013; BROWNE; DONNELLY, 2013; ZIV, 
2013). Analysts and activists of this sort will be concerned by our results, and 
perhaps use them to press rights groups to make more and better contact with 
poorer and broader populations.

It is possible, of course, for human rights groups to play both roles, working 
both with elites and with people from more modest socio-economic backgrounds 
(AZZAM, 2014). Still, if they want their claims of representation to have legitimacy, 
human rights activists must expand their reach and engage more seriously, 
widely and genuinely with ordinary people. These outreach efforts must guard 
against the condescending, foreign-funded and top-down approaches described 
so alarmingly by critical anthropologists such as Harry Englund (ENGLUND, 
2006). Outreach with the poor cannot be reduced to a development-style log-
frame, in which useless visits to rural communities and poor neighborhoods are 
ticked off on spreadsheets to satisfy donors.

To ensure their engagement with ordinary people is positive and genuine, 
human rights groups must recruit more volunteers and dues-paying members and 
enhance their ability to mobilize resources among individuals and communities of 
modest means (ASHRAF 2014; SURESH 2014). Greater human rights representation 
and familiarity among the poor will be enhanced by a more popularly-oriented 
approach to resource mobilization (RON; PANDYA, 2013).
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NOTES

1. The Americas and the World survey reports 
and data are available freely online at: <http://
lasamericasyelmundo.cide.edu>. Last accessed on: 
21 July 2014.

2. We adapted this question to the peculiarities of 
each country’s system.

3. We have traditional monetary income measures, 
but these are prone to error.
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