
Culture and Rights: Scepticism, Hostility, Mutuality: Reading Group 
Niezen, Ronald. 2011. The Social Study of Human Rights: A Review 
Essay. Comparative Studies in Society and History, 53(3):682–691. 

An interesting review essay that both situates Englund’s 
ethnographic work in relation to the broader debate and also takes 
on two recent attempts (Sen and Goodale) to address the 
incompatibility of ‘formalism and experience’ in rights 
perspectives, while nevertheless sustaining a generalising 
perspective. In other words it explicitly addresses the awareness in 
the rights literature of the critique of abstraction and universalism 

Binford, L. 1996. Introduction: Reducing cultural distance in Human 
Rights Reporting. The El Mozote massacre: anthropology and human 
rights.  

There was a rash of work in the second half of the 1990s on the 
anthropology and human rights. One could also look at the Special 
Issue of  Journal of Anthropological Research, Vol. 53, No. 3 and 
at Wilson, Richard A. (ed) 1997. Human rights, culture and 
context: anthropological perspectives. I have chosen the 
introduction to Binford’s book because it is and explicitly 
contextual critique of rights discourse even as it clearly addresses 
the obligation of anthropology to take on issues such as the El 
Mozote massacre. As such it forms a good companion piece to 
Englund’s contextual critique of human rights discourse in Malawi.  

Englund, Harry. 2004. Towards a Critique of Rights Talk in New 
Democracies: The Case of Legal Aid in Malawi. Discourse Society, 
15(5): 527-551.  

Rather than a whole book this article articulates an immediately 
relevant aspect of Englund’s argument which is of a close 
contextual and discursive analysis of the contexts in which human 
rights talk is mobilized and of the kind of political work it does.  

Riles, Annelise 2006. Anthropology, Human Rights, and Legal 
Knowledge: Culture in the Iron Cage. American Anthropologist 108(1) 

This article’s exploration of the dialogue between rights and 
culture in human rights discourse played a major role in 
formulating the key issues for this conference. It is one article in a 
special issue of American Anthropologist on anthropology and 
human rights of which I have also selected Merry’s article below. 
For those interested in pursuing the matter further the article by 
Cowan in the same issue strikes me as a detailed authoritative 



treatment of the issue with a compelling awareness of the broader 
social context. 

Merry, Sally Engle 2006 
Transnational Human Rights and Local Activism: Mapping the Middle 
American Anthropologist; Mar; 108, 1 

In this article Merry focuses on “[i]ntermediaries such as 
community leaders, nongovernmental organization participants, 
and social movement activists” and the role they play in 
“translating ideas from the global arena down and from local 
arenas up”.  

Humphrey, Michael & Valverde, Estela (2007) ‘Human Rights, 
Victimhood and Impunity: an Anthropology of Democracy in Argentina’ 
Social Analysis, 51(1): 179-197. 

In this article Humphrey and Valverde argue that “the culture of 
impunity traces the boundaries of full citizenship and reveals its 
conditionality. Rights claims are constitutive of marginal persons 
subject positions as victims of the state. Human rights discourse 
allows them to articulate personal grief, loss and anger and to 
legitimate their public demands for state accountability. Rights 
claims represent a way to externalize values and connect people. 
However, they are often a kind of form without substance, since 
they represent thin values unless they are anchored in a shared 
moral space” (p181). This takes us away from the issue translation 
and intermediaries and into the political and moral terrain of the 
way in which rights claims allow the fact and social terrain of 
suffering to appear. It connects with the other articles in coming at 
the problem of the formalism of rights discourse from a different 
angle. 

Martinez, Samuel. 2011. Taking Better Account: Contemporary Slavery, 
Gendered Narratives, and the Feminization of Struggle. Humanity 2(2): 
277-303. 

Martinez argues that “preconceptions about masculinity as well as 
femininity give texture and emotional depth to human rights 
representations” and provide the starting point for his “reading of 
the gender of human rights narratives” (277). His point is not to 
“style human rights the handmaiden of a new imperialism” (p181) 
but rather to focus on process of exclusion as well as inclusion. In 
this focus on exclusion and on feminization of struggle Martinez’ 
article should be read in relation to the main themes of Humphrey 
and Valverde.  


