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INTRODUCTION

HUMAN RIGHTS IN MOTION:
A MAPTO 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 20" issue opens with a
biography (by Jodo 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 influential role in the definition 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 20 issue against a backdrop that is
very different from that of ten years ago. The protests that recently filled 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
influence, 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 influence in international forums?

It was precisely to reflect upon these and other pressing issues that, for this 20t 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 influenced 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 21 century — it offers a vantage point from which it is possible
to observe where the movement stands today and where it is heading. The first stop
is a reflection on these issues by the founding directors of Conectas Human Rights,
Oscar Vilhena Vieira and Malak EI-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 field, 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 reflections on the standard-setting role and effectiveness
of international human rights institutions (Raquel Rolnik, Vinodh Jaichand and Emilio



Alvarez 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 specific 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 Berrén); sexual politics and LGBTI rights (Sonia Corréa, Gloria
Careaga Pérez and Arvind Narrain); migration (Diego Lorente Pérez de Eulate); and,
finally, transitional justice (Clara Sandoval).

Perspectives. This section encompasses country-specific accounts, mostly field notes
from human rights activists on the ground. Those contributions come from places as
diverse as Angola (Maria Lucia da Silveira), Brazil (Ana Valéria Araijo), Cuba (Maria-
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, define 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 Hernandez in relation to Mexico,
by Louis Bickford in what he sees as a convergence towards the global middle, and finally
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,
Gaston Chillier and Pétalla Branddo 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
Rodriguez-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 21°t 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 Gonzalez’s tireless work with editing
the contributions received, and for Ana Cernov for coordinating the overall
editorial process.
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ABSTRACT

This article offers two arguments about the opportunities that technology presents for

the human rights agenda. The first refutes one of the main criticisms of promoting the
Internet as a tool for human rights work: large sections of the population do not have
access. The second discusses the role of processed information in the context of social
behavior. The article discusses the diverse ways in which technology can be used to increase
the effectiveness of human rights organizations, in terms of communication. To show its
potential, the author describes communication alternatives in terms of new formats for
dissemination and using alternative information sources.
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ESSAY

HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVISM IN TIMES OF COGNITIVE
SATURATION: TALKING ABOUT TOOLS

Miguel Pulido Jiménez

1 Introduction

The centrality of technology in human interactions is a distinguishing feature
of our time. Political agendas, legal relationships, knowledge, struggles for social
transformation, and, as a result, one of the fields resulting from the intersection
of these spheres: human rights, are no exception to this phenomenon, nor should
they be. I refer not only to the emergence of a range of rights associated with the
ability to communicate freely without state intervention (ORGANIZACION DE LOS
ESTADOS AMERICANOS, 2011) when the use of the Internet or cell phone is at
stake, the redefining of ideas (i.e. privacy, intimacy, and confidentiality) (STOP...,
2012), or to the conceptualization of new positive obligations on states to assure
universal access to information technologies (UNITED NATIONS, 2011), but also
to the opportunities that technology presents for human rights activism.

This article seeks to develop two central arguments related to the new
opportunities that technology (and Internet use in particular) presents for the
human rights agenda. The first argument is based on a supposition. One of the
main criticisms of the promotion of the Internet as a tool for human rights work is
that large swaths of the population do not have access. In other words, it is argued
that while the Internet may offer a lot of possibilities, the so-called digital divide
(VOLKOW, 2003) works against it and makes the strategies that use it either elitist
or exclusive. In this article, without questioning the factual existence of that divide,
I aim to refute the validity of the argument that says that because many people
have limited or no access to the Internet, under the most radical interpretations,
its use should be set aside.

The second argument discusses the role of processed information in
the context of social behavior. The way our societies produce information has

Notes to this text start on page 425.

20 SUR 419-425 (2014) m 419




HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVISM IN TIMES OF COGNITIVE SATURATION: TALKING ABOUT TOOLS

transformed how we relate to one another (CASTELLS, 2000). That is, it is not
longer only the way we connect; it is the intensity of that exchange. Today we are
able to exchange information more quickly and reach new stakeholders (SOTO,
2014), but we are saturated with data every day, causing cognitive overload. The
foundation of the second argument, therefore, is the need/opportunity for human
rights organizations to participate in this phenomenon by taking on the task of
selecting and processing information (WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM, 2013) in
order to effectively keep their audience’s attention. To this end, I will focus on
the diverse ways in which technology can be used to increase the effectiveness of
human rights organizations’ communication efforts. By themselves, information
(or computer science) technologies do not have any impact. It is often said, but
sometimes forgotten, that they are just tools. Just like a hammer, technology will
make the work easier — but if used without skill, we will puncture the wrong
parts of the board faster. It depends on us. In order to demonstrate its potential,
I will describe communication alternatives related not only to new formats for
dissemination, but also those using alternative sources of information.

2 What can we do about the digital divide?

Statistics on Internet access' have changed over the last 12 years. For example, data
from Internet World Stats shows that the percentage of the population in Latin
America that has Internet access went up by 10% between 2000 and 2012.% True,
that increase could be considered moderate. Nevertheless, its use and its influence
on the political agenda, and its emergence as an instrument of change, continues
to grow. That is also attributable to the fact that users’ habits have changed,’ so it
is not just about greater access, but also the fact that it is more central to human
activities. The Internet has become a key way to disseminate information, and
more groups and sectors are incorporating its tactics or using it as a tool for their
work.* The same is happening with other technologies and telecommunications
tools. Today we have new categories, like citizenship and digital activism, but also
solutions like Mobile Health (M-Health) or crowd sourcing (BRADLEY, 2013), to
name just two of hundreds or thousands of examples. To what can this be attributed?

One reasonable answer to this question is that, despite its limits in terms of
accessibility, the use of technology and the leading role of the Internet, is truly one
of the most powerful ways to reverse social asymmetries (LEADBEATER, 2013). For
example, mobile health solutions (where people receive relevant information on
their telephones)’ democratize access to medical knowledge.® If the argument is that
few people have access to digital cell phone technology, let’s remember how limited
access is to hospital infrastructure and to personalized attention from a doctor or
nurse. In the field of knowledge,” if we think that only “x” percent of the population
has access to the Internet, we forget that even fewer people have access to libraries
or technical literature (MARGOLIN, 2014). Compared to what have traditionally
been niche markets, even though those may use means that are more popular by
definition (such as direct consultations with medical staff, or reading a printout
of an academic treatise), the Internet is a more practical form of communication
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that can transmit essential information for the exercise or promotion of rights.

The digital divide is only an expression of other gaps that exist within our
societies. Human rights organizations traditionally work on behalf of disadvantaged
populations, who experience firsthand the consequences of marginalization or
restricted or differentiated access to goods and services (with no legal duty to put
up with it). Unequal access to rights is an expression of structural asymmetries in
the distribution of symbolic and material goods. A person in the countryside is
effectively isolated from government offices. But, in many instances, the Internet
is more accessible than paying to travel from one city to another, such as when
processing paperwork for a government support program. The Internet has a greater
penetration capacity than any printed publication, and disseminating and accessing
a video that denounces human rights violations is much easier over the Internet
than through traditional media.® A few spectators is always better than none.

As we have said: the digital divide is an expression of other structural gaps.
Therefore, a question continues floating in the air: How can organizations that deal
with scarcity and work with limited resources take advantage of this technology?
The good news is that in this context, many organizations have started to generate
technology,’ resources, and solutions'® that can be shared (sometimes at no charge)"
with other organizations, thereby mitigating some disadvantageous conditions and
reaching broader audiences. The DNA of the technological solutions of our time is
free, community-based, and participatory.'” Due to their genetics, many projects
tend towards cost reduction, exchange, peer-to-peer learning, complementarities,
and a lack of owner control. In this vein, the use of the Internet is one of the most
consistent ways to include traditionally excluded groups in efforts to disseminate
information or knowledge. Of course human rights organizations are among those
who can benefit from this trend.

Now, it is appropriate to make use of usual caveats like “however” or
“nevertheless”, because civil society organizations confront different challenges.
First, for this to work, we have to identify the digital, strategic, and tactical tools
that are most useful for taking advantage of the technological moment. Solutions
emerge very quickly, and there is a huge supply of alternatives, not all of them
equally useful or relevant for specific cases. The risk is that the “what” may be
confused with the “how”, or that the solutions that are chosen may be impractical,
unnecessary, or cosmetic.

Furthermore, we have to change the way in which we use resources and
prioritize the use of tools. It is not about simple willingness or a decision to add
technologies to our area of work, but rather about filling an equipment and
resource gap (both human resources and technical capital) within many of our
organizations. Sometimes the problem is very concrete: there is no correlation
between the decision to innovate (partly a result of a realization by some activists
of the potential use of these tools) and the set of actions that would be required.
Deciding to use technology and the Internet requires having the resources to do
so, and that in itself is a challenge.

In summary, we are clear that using technology presents challenges, such
as the need for a cultural change within institutions, and the absence of technical
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know-how among activists and civil society organizations’ staff. Still, the alternative
is a reality.

3 How to participate in cognitive saturation

Currently, data and information flow at dizzying speeds. The availability of sources
has undergone radical transformations, both with regard to overcoming distance
barriers, as well as in the capacity for storage, processing, and dissemination.
Eric Schmidt (creator of Google) suggests that every two days we create the same
quantity of information that was generated from the beginning of human history
until 2003 (SIEGLER, 2010). In an equation that practically comes from the market,
the communication challenge of our time is to capture the attention of audiences
that are more and more saturated with an incommensurable supply of messages.

In other words, a large part of the challenge for sending (assertive) and
receiving (effective) information is in the ways in which data is presented and
visualized.” Thus, the application of technology, fed with processed information
and applied to specific contexts, improves the interaction between information
providers and the general public. If human rights activists want to communicate
in this context (to inform, to advocate, to mobilize, to generate solidarity, etc.),
technology is an ally with great potential. To use it, it must be understood that the
phenomenon implies changes not only in the start of the communication (how we
send messages) but also in the way we construct it.

I will first give an example of how the current context has radically changed
the availability of information sources, adding new ones. Given the way in which
data and information are processed, the idea of freedom and the relationships
between citizens and their governments also underwent changes. One example
is the reinterpretation of historical concepts like open government (HOFMANN;
RAMIREZ-ALUJAS; BOJORQUEZ, 2013). Described as an analytical category (not as
a result or factual description), an open government is generally one that embraces
and promotes transparency, stimulating accountability and citizen participation
using innovation and new technologies to establish a dialogue between citizens and
the government.’ Now, one final characteristic of an open government is that it
connects citizens and rulers through open data, open innovation, and open dialogue.
Here the important element is how the term “open” is characterized (POLITICA
DIGITAL, 2012), and it must be noted that available information is not the same as
accessible information, which can be handled and manipulated.

The key point that I want to develop is that regardless of whether it is out
of conviction or government inattention, today we have much greater access to the
information that is in the hands of public institutions. In many instances, these
sources are made public using standard formats” that allow any individual to
use the information for any purpose. These formats can be freely copied, shared,
combined with other material, or re-issued, allowing new users to explore, analyze,
or transform them again into new products. The evidence shows that there has been
a clear increase in access to statistical government databases,'® budget information,"”
parliamentary newsletters'® and the geographic locations of public services like
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schools, hospitals," etc. It is an expansion of the information inventory that can be
transformed into many uses for human rights agendas, again, from the complaint
through to the proposal, and including the mobilization of public opinion and
fundraising (CROWDFUNDING..., 2014).

I will focus on a particular item: drafting reports on a human rights situation
using new evidence (ARTICLE 19, 2014) (budget information,?® indicators, audit
reports,? synthesized citizen reports,? etc.). In these cases, the value added from
the work of these organizations is in using the data with a methodology that
leaves aside long systematized content and abstract narratives. The data is sorted,
double-checked, and compared, and as a result, not only does the analysis grow,
but it is also presented in more accessible ways. It’s not about substituting form
for substance, but achieving a comprehensive understanding of the context of
information overload in which we live, and proactively engaging in it.

This is the second relevant aspect: dissemination. The criterion that
governs the development of a new range of materials (which does not replace the
drafting of papers and other articles, but rather complements it) is the practical
application of the knowledge. It’s about more people hearing the message, which
arrives more quickly and mobilizes people or serves as a foundation for advocacy
activities regarding public policy. The impact can be much deeper if activists also
use information technologies in their research and analyses. The key factor is that
the data is used and then presented through web sites, creative visualizations, info
graphics, pivot tables, interactive maps,* reports that are developed collaboratively,
platforms that link users facing similar problems, etc. Human rights organizations
have messages that are politically timely, socially relevant, and with a legal basis, and
these new dissemination formats help ensure that the data backs up the complaints*
or the proposals, and that it is presented in a dynamic way.

Finally, it is worth briefly including another argument in favor of the use of
technological tools, with a philosophy grounded in better exploitation of data and
capturing audiences: the positive effects of Internet communication are not only
valuable for their vertical reach (the audience that is reached through direct use of
this medium) but also for their horizontal impact (the influence on traditional media
and thus a literal multiplier effect). The latter is extremely important because even
conventional radio stations, television programs, and magazines or other printed
media can take up discussions that happen in social networks, or increasingly use
new materials developed by organizations as information sources.

That said, I think the original claim is valid; we live in times when the
emergence of new tools and technologies, particularly those associated with
multimedia and the Internet, are transforming citizen participation, organizational
structures, and the spheres of action of civil society organizations, and ways of
engaging in politics in general. Their understanding and reach necessitates much
more analysis and study, but denying it is an anachronism, while thinking it is the
be-all and end-all is excessive, something like digital populism.
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