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The emergence of the international human rights movement : trigger 
events,  international political context

Evidence of emergence
The number of international human rights NGOs increased from 38 in 1950 to 103 in 1970 and 275 
in 19901. US foundation grants for international human rights work increased significantly, from 
less than $ 1 mn in 1977 to more than $ 15 mn in 19892. The number of human rights related inter-
governmental organisations increased from none before World War II to 27 in 1990. This indicates 
a global spread and expansion in human rights activity. However, this spread varies in time and 
from region to region, and country to country. For example, Latin America has more domestic 
NGOs concerned with human rights and social justice than other parts of the developing world (~ 
220 in 1981, over 550 in 1990)3. In Mexico, there were only four human rights NGOs in 1984; by 
1993 there were more than 2004.  

Possible Reasons, Explanations
Global  events like  World  War  II  and  the  holocaust  triggered  general  global  mobilisation  and 
concern for Human Rights (HR)5. Most significantly, this led to the creation of  UN Commission 
for Human Rights (UNCHR) in 19466 and Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the UN 
General  Assembly  in  1948.  The  Ford  foundation  and  European  Church  foundations  made 
significant  funding contributions to HR related NGOs, specially after 19777. The IACHR of the 
Organisation of American States (OAS) first established in 1959, was reorganised and strengthened 
in 1979 when the American Convention on Human Rights came into force8. These organisations 
acted as international/regional focal points around which human rights activity developed all over 
the world. In particular, existence of such nodal centres helped integrate the different NGOs. They 
could share a common vocabulary and identity, collaborate, cooperate and develop effectively as a 
'network'. 

Within  this  environment  and  support  structure,  specific  local  triggers  led  to  creation  and/or 
strengthening  of  national  and  domestic  human rights  activity.  Shocking  cases  of  human rights 
abuses like those in Chile and Greece continued to move world opinion9. The work and success of 
pioneer human rights organisations inspired others to follow their example10. Such triggering events 
have been crucial in emergence of other movements as well. For example, first energy crisis of 
1973-74 led to spread of nuclear power plants and simultaneous rise of anti-nuclear movements in 

1Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 3, 
pg 418
2 Ibid, pg 421
3 Ibid, pg 419
4 Ibid, pg 430
5 Ibid, pg 411, 413,418. "The moral flaw to internal sovereignty that became glaring during WWII was that if the state itself posed the primary threat 
to the well being of citizens, these citizens had nowhere to turn for recourse or protection" (pg 413)
6 UNCHR  followed a policy of absenteeism from 1947 to 1967, which meant positive promotion and absence of investigations or action against 
violators. This was in accordance to observing strictly the principle of sovereignty.  In 1967, it adopted the policy of interventionism. One of the 
reasons was massive violations of HR in apartheid South Africa. 

(Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Commission_on_Human_Rights#History) 

However, European Convention system began impacting state sovereignty earlier. Ref :  Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-
Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 3, pg 414

7 Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 3, 
pg 420, 421
8 Ibid, pg 420
9 Ibid, pg 418
10 Ibid, pg 419

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Commission_on_Human_Rights#History


France, Sweden, the US and West Germany11. The Gujarat Carnage of 2002 led to the emergence of 
many NGOs, and massive civil society mobilisation on the issue of communal violence12. 

However,  there have been several grave events in world history (WWI,  other wars, slavery) and 
numerous  domestic  events  of  human  rights  violations,  by  current  definitions.  So  merely  the 
occurrence of such events is not sufficient for explaining emergence of the international human 
rights  movement.  Factors  like  spread  of  democracy  and  democratic  values,  advances  in 
telecommunication and transport (facilitating networking) and international diplomacy led by UN 
created an international atmosphere and political environment which facilitated channelling of 
human rights activism through an international network of domestic and international organisations. 
Arguably, 'individual will' to act against 'human rights violations' or to promote human rights and 
welfare in general has been present for long; the unique combination of factors mentioned above 
led to this unique mode  of expression and organisation of collective action (international network 
of actors). In other words, the  political opportunity structure13 at an international level (and also 
within many nations) has increasingly become more amenable to civil activism. There has been a 
general rise in the number of international NGOs (not just human rights NGOs) in this period14. The 
general  spread of democratic principles also explains the current definition and form of human 
rights  principles15.  With  ongoing  trends  of  globalisation  (communication,  transport,  trade), 
regionalism  (eg.  EU,  other  emerging  regional  blocks)  and  cosmopolitanism16,  this  trend  of 
increasing international civil society networks and movements can be expected to continue;  it can 
be seen as part of the evolving international and intra-national political process and dialogue. 

In terms of  issues of focus,  it  can argued that earlier  the world had been busy handling more 
fundamental problems related to health and poverty17. 20th century development18 helped developed 
regions of the world (who at resolved most basic problems) to concentrate more on issues like 
human rights,  at  an international  scale.  Even today,  in developing regions  of  the world,  issues 
related to human rights (or animal rights for eg.)  are likely to gain less attention and importance 
compared to more pressing needs related to economic development and poverty19. 

In summary, triggering events of World War II and holocaust, evolution of international political 
process  into one based on diplomacy and democratic ideals,  and successful  resolution of  basic 
problems  of  development  in  developed  regions  of  the  world  led  to  the  emergence  of  the 
international human rights movement in the form of a network of NGOs and IGOs.   

11    Ref : Kitschelt, Herbert P. (1986) Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protest: Anti-Nuclear Movements in Four Democracies, British 
Journal of Political Sciences 16: 57-85
12 For example, ref : Citizens for Justice and Peace (CJP) - http://www.sabrang.com/cjp/who.htm 
13 Political opportunity structure refers to openness or accessibility of political process for individuals and groups, and state's capacity to effect policy 
changes. Openness depends on institutions and processes of policy formation : how transparent is the process, how effectively can societal groups 
participate in the policy formation process etc. Capacity of centralised states  is  stronger than federal structures. Look at Kitschelt, Herbert P. (1986) 
Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protest: Anti-Nuclear Movements in Four Democracies, British Journal of Political Sciences 16: 58. for 
a detailed discussion on 'National' political opportunity structures and their impact on social movements. We can extend the concept to 'international' 
political opportunity  structures. With the formation of international bodies like UN, based on democratic ideals and the principles of diplomacy, 
negotiations which marked the cold war period, and its member organisations directly accessible to NGOs, the international political opportunity 
structure became more open compared to earlier.  In a world of increasing trade, cooperation and interdependence, it also became stronger because 
states could be pressured more effectively to fall in line by threatening their exclusion from 'the international community of nations ' or by threatening 
economic sanctions etc.
14  Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 
3, pg 419
15 For example, the idea of 'voting' as a human right. Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin  

America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 3, pp 432
16 Beck, Ulrich, and Ciaran Cronin. Cosmopolitan Vision. University Park, PA: Polity, 2006. 
17 The League of Nations (1919-1946)  looked at the problem of slavery, freedom of religion, morals, child labour, rights of women etc besides 

peace, security and health. 
18 Rise in per capita income : for eg, look at http://futurist.typepad.com/my_weblog/2006/02/economic_growth.html and changing values (eg. 

theory of post-materialism : ref : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post-materialism).  
19 There are widespread arguments today, arguing for a wider definitions for security and freedom. For eg., ref : http://www.peacecenter.sciences-
po.fr/bg.htm and Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom. New York: Anchor, 2000. Paris, Roland (1997) Peacebuilding and the Limits of Liberal  
Internationalism International Security, 22, 2, p. 54-89. offers an interesting discussion highlighting the role of economic processes in social 
outcomes, like peace building and justice.  

http://www.peacecenter.sciences-po.fr/bg.htm
http://www.peacecenter.sciences-po.fr/bg.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post-materialism
http://futurist.typepad.com/my_weblog/2006/02/economic_growth.html
http://www.sabrang.com/cjp/who.htm


Collective action, individual incentives, politics
While widespread interest in issues related to human rights is understandable following events like 
holocaust, that still leaves the problem of these individuals to organise and act for collective benefit. 
As Olson20 has  showed,  this  is  not  an easy problem to overcome.  Most  individuals  would not 
voluntarily contribute towards solving the problem, thinking and expecting that others in the group 
will do it - unless, they have individual incentives in addition to the collective benefit (positive 
incentives from participation or negative incentives from not contributing or participating). This 
collective action problem is more pronounced for large groups, like the international civil society 
pursuing human rights.

In this section, we try to analyse individual actors and their incentive structures in the international 
human rights movement. We focus on the cases of Mexico (in 1980s) and Argentina (in 1970s)21. 
Before analysing incentives, lets understand the functioning of the network a little better.  

Network dynamics : NGO Initiators, IGO Amplifiers

The following actors interacted in the international human rights movement :
● Victims of human rights violations  
● NGOs (domestic and international), Individuals and Activists pursuing human rights
● International foundations funding human rights related NGOs 
● Intergovernmental Organisations (commissions) on human rights (IGOs) 
● National Governments, Political Authorities of States having human rights problems. Here 

we need to consider the following actors separately :  
○ Political Party (or coalitions) in Power
○ Political Party (or coalitions) in Opposition
○ Police
○ Judiciary
○ National Human Rights Commissions

● Governments,  Foreign  ministries,  Embassies  of  US,  European  and  other  countries 
supportive of the human rights movement    

● Media : domestic, international

(Ref : Appendix I for a list)

In  most  cases,  actions  and investigations  were  initiated by the  NGOs who in  turn  provoked, 
facilitated  and/or  pressured  IGOs  and  other  governments  to  pressure  the  violators  to  improve 
human rights environment in their territories. The IGOs were much more powerful and resourceful 
in terms of impact, but they very often depended on information provided by NGOs. In this sense, 
NGOs initiated action and  IGOs and supporting governments  effected final magnified impact. 
The foundations funded the NGOs, facilitating their  work and thus initial  action.  The different 
foundations, NGOs and IGOs were interconnected and shared information and resources through a 
dense web of contacts. They can thus be seen as acting together as an integrated network. 

The political parties or groups in opposition - political exiles in Argentina, National Action Party 
(PAN) in Mexico - actively supported the human rights network against the ruling party or group - 
the military regime in Argentina, the Institutionalised Revolutionary Party (PRI) in Mexico.  

The  cases  of  Argentina  and  Mexico  have  many  parallels with other  cases  like  the  'Gujarat 
Carnage'  of 2002 in India and subsequent peace building efforts. The human rights coalition in 
20 Olson, Mancur (1993) The Logic of Collective Action. In Jeremy J. Richardson (ed.), Pressure Groups. Oxford: Oxford University Press. p. 23-37. 
21 Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 
3, pg 411-441



India  includes  (or  draws  support  from)  the  so  called  'secular  parties'  (Congress,  Communists) 
against the 'hindu right' (BJP, the party in power and accused of abating human rights violations 
during the carnage and the Sangh Parivar22). 

The  state  machinery -  police,  bureaucracy,  judiciary  -  does  not  act  as  one  coherent  unit. 
Individuals use their zones of discretion within the laws of the land (or even beyond) to support 
coalitions which they identify with. Many individuals who are part of the police force in India 
oppose the human rights network; in fact many of them are among the alleged perpetrators and 
directly accused of  human rights  violations.  In Argentina,  the military regime and police were 
accused  of  disappearances  and  in  Mexico,  the  federal  judicial  police  of  torture  and  other 
irregularities. The official 'national commissions for human rights' (NHRCs) in Mexico, India acted 
but were understandably less vocal about allegations against their colleagues or sometimes bosses 
(or potentially future bosses) in the government.    

Individual Incentives, Private interests

Lets  try  to  enlist  individual  incentives  and  private  interests  for  actors  in  the  human  rights 
movement.  All  those who were part  of the human rights network would have some interest  in 
common benefit (better human rights conditions in the society). However, what is interesting for 
our analysis are the additional non-common benefits for the individual actors.  

Actor Possible Incentives / Private Interests
Victims  of  human  right 
violations

Their  incentive  could  simply  be  revenge,  in  addition  to  a 
genuine  desire  for  better  human  rights  conditions.  And  of 
course, punishing those guilty of human rights violation and 
restoring confidence of individuals in law and order could be a 
crucial step for checking future human rights violations.  

Another  incentive  could  be  personal  security  (from  future 
attacks), which they derive by joining a  bigger network. 

Civil  Society,  NGOs, 
Foundations

They can be believed to be inspired by the collective benefit of 
enjoying better human rights conditions for themselves and for 
the  society.  Some  of  the  activists  may  also  additionally  be 
inspired by or get corrupted by fame, attention and power.  

Opposition Parties 
(political exiles)

Their  incentive would  be  defeat  or  weakening of  the  ruling 
party (or ending of military regime and return to democracy). 
In other words, gains in the political power struggle. 

Governments  /  Political 
authorities in power

Their interest would be national economic and strategic gains 
(eg.  trade deals,  military  aid etc),  retaining  or  strengthening 
political  power.  Membership  of  the  normative/moral  global 
community  of  nations;  creating  and  maintaining  a  positive 
'image' in front of the world community are related incentives.

IGOs Incentives  include  greater  global  political  influence  and 
legitimacy.

22 Ref : Nussbaum, Martha C.. The Clash Within: Democracy, Religious Violence, and India's Future. Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2007 for a good 
discussion of the problem. For knowing more about the Sangh Parivaar, see  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sangh_Parivar 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sangh_Parivar


We can draw the following conclusions from the above :
● The forces and incentives which contributed to the movement went beyond the central goal 

of the movement ie to create better human rights conditions. There were bootleggers along 
with  baptists.  This is  not uncommon in social  movements.  Varying and often unrelated 
interests many times combine, if they can see joint gains or share a common enemy. 

● These  varying  incentives  came  together and  helped  overcome  the  collective  action 
problem. 

● For the NGOs and the activists, the 'magnitude' of the problem was effectively reduced or 
equivalently their impact magnified due the role of IGOs, and the prevailing international 
political environment.

● Availability of funds from foundations like the Ford foundation helped the NGOs overcome 
initial collective action problem. The problem would have been much more difficult had 
they depended only on voluntary contributions and resources of members. 

● The NGOs and IGOs reinforced each other. NGOs helped IGOs operate more effectively 
by  providing  information,  and  by  acting  as  quality  checks  on  their  reports  and  works. 
Members  of  the  network  in  general  reinforced  each  other  by  sharing  information  and 
resources. The  networking activities around the focal points created by IGOs, and shared 
vocabulary facilitated  by  Universal  declaration  of  human  rights helped  the  network 
develop a common identity and integrate effectively. This helped individual units of the 
network in overcoming the collective action problem.  

● Continued global events of dreadful human rights violations and effective publicity of the 
same helped maintain and reinforce the network. 

● International attention for a domestic situation created an environment which facilitated 
emergence of local groups. 

       

Positions and Strategies

Effective Strategies : Information, Networking, Blaming and Shaming

From the cases of Mexico and Argentina, we observe that the actors in the human rights issue 
network used the following strategies :
● Information

○ Investigating cases of human rights violations and publishing them in the form of well 
circulated and publicised reports. Effective coordination with media and journalists to 
put pressure on the violator regimes by explicitly blaming and shaming them.  Effective 
media and PR also helped the members reinforce each other's confidence and boost each 
other's morale. This is critical in an environment where individuals are fighting against 
a much more powerful state.    

○ The original information was often collected by the NGOs and passed on to the IGOs. 
○ NGOs  keenly  reviewed  annual  reports  published  by  the  IGOs,  and  highlighted 

weaknesses. This put pressure on the IGOs to produce better quality and more genuine 
reports. This acted as a reinforcing loop.  

○ Onsite  visits,  often  on  the  invitation  of  the  'violator  states'  to  review human rights 
situation.      

● Effective Networking
○ Conferences, Conventions and meetings (many times facilitated by the IGOs or other 

large international actors) where members from different NGOs and groups could come 
together and share strategies, information and resources, and discuss common problems. 

○ Effective  sharing  of  information  across  the  network.  Many  times,  through  simple 
telephone calls. 



○ Reinforcing shared values, vocabulary and identity. 
○ Ensuring  greater  security  of  witnesses  and  activists  through  shared  identity  as  a 

network, and media outreach. 
● Lobbying  foreign  governments  (US,  Europe)  and  IGOs.  Co-option  in  their  advisory 

committees.
● Pursuing Legal Justice

○ Collecting testimonies of victims
○ Independent tribunals and enquiries
○ Pursuing case violations legally in national and international forums. 

● Noble peace prize23 to Amnesty International in 1977, and Argentine human rights  activist 
Adolfo  Perez  Esquivel  in  1980  was  a  major  success  for  the  network  and  helped  it  gain 
legitimacy. The network publicised it well and used this to their advantage. 

● Effective tapping of funding sources and foundations, and effective use of the money. 
● Forming effective and powerful coalitions. For eg, staffing of Argentinian political exiles by 

AI. 
● Working through non confrontational strategies like by setting up the Mexican academy for 

Human Rights. 
● Effectively tracking actions of violator regimes eg. past promises (ratification of treaties and 

conventions) and statements, which contradicted their actions. 
● The framing of the problem as 'human rights' (as against 'repressive regimes' or 'democracy' or 

'better law and order') was important because it gave a moral humanitarian dimension to the 
issue  (a  political  or  ideological  movement  would  not  have  succeeded  in  getting  such 
widespread support from all over the world). 

In summary, the human rights network was very well integrated and professional in approach. The 
strategies varied in scope and depth, and adapted to the situation which the network was faced with 
at a given point in time and location. They also framed the problem very well avoiding alignment 
with narrow political ideologies. The strategies also evolved with time for a given case, depending 
on the evolution of positions taken by the violator regimes. 

In  terms  of  strategies,  we  see  several  parallels with  other  movements  like  the  international 
movement  against  landmines24 and the peacekeeping movement  in Gujarat  after  the carnage of 
2002. ICBL won the nobel peace prize in 1992 which really helped the landmines cause, and the 
movement worked through IGOs (UN Commission for Chemical Weapons (CCW) etc) to coerce 
many states to change their military doctrines of using landmines. They also framed the problem 
intelligently as a humanitarian issue.  There is  an impressive amount of  networking among the 
NGOs working in Gujarat after 2002. The Gujarat Harmony Project25 was the result of coalition of 
10 NGOs which came together while working in the relief camps. The NGOs also coordinated 
effectively  with  groups  working  on  other  issues  like  women  emancipation  and  rights.  Some 
prominent  activists  (eg.  Teesta  Setalvad,  Shabana  Azmi)  are  on  the  boards  of  several  NGOs 
pursuing the cause of communal harmony, thus helping in coordination and networking. The local 
NGOs  received  support  from  and  were  well  connected  with  international  organisations and 
groups. For eg.

● Gujarat Harmony Project was funded by the Royal embassy of Netherlands
● Teesta  Seetalvad  of  CJP  testified at  the  United  States  Commission  on  International 

Religious Freedom on June 10, 2002 against the BJP led Gujarat government's role in the 
post-Godhra communal violence

● The domestic NGOs effectively coordinated with international NGOs like Coalition Against 
Genocides (CAG) to lobby US congressmen, to ensure that Mr Narendra Modi (political 

23 I include this as part of the strategy assuming that the prize was not just 'given'; there must have been a fair amount of lobbying by AI and other 
actors in the human rights network to get the prize.  Further, publicising this to help the cause was a good strategy and was used effectively. 

24 Price, Richard (2003) Reversing the Gun Sights: Transnational Civil Society Targets Land Mines, International Organization, 52, 3, p. 613-644.
25 Ref : http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~content=a741921251~db=all



leader accused of abating or even perpetrating the carnage) was denied visa to visit United 
States.

● AI sent a fact finding mission to Gujarat after the carnage which concluded that the state 
failed to protect citizens from violence, and failure of justice system in the state.

The NGOs working on the issue of communal violence in India  vary from those pursuing legal 
justice  (like  most  human  rights  organisations  mentioned  in  Argentina,  Mexico)  to  research 
organisations like  Women in Security Conflict Management and Peace26 (similar to the Mexican 
academy for human rights). 

The mirroring of similar strategies in this relatively more recent case tells us that the human rights 
network has continued to remain stronger, and has successfully managed to replicate successful 
practices across a diverse range of actors and regions.  
    

Evolving Positions 

Violator States (Governments)
The positions of both Argentina and Mexico progressed in three clear stages  :

1. Denial of legitimacy of allegations on the basis of the principle of sovereignty.
2. Acceptance  of  the  reconceptualised  notion  of  national  sovereignty,  whereby  the  world 

community had the right to ensure that nations did not violate fundamental human rights. 
But, still not taking any concrete measure to improve the situation.

3. Taking concrete measures to improve human rights environment in their territories.   

The states also took counter diplomatic steps to contest international pressure. For example,when 
US government pressurised Argentina on human rights, Argentina defected from the grain embargo 
of the Soviet Union. 

IGOs, Government Organisations (National Human Rights Commission)
● It was more difficult for the GOs to initially criticise their own governments for violations 

of human rights or for not taking sufficient action against violators. Therefore they relied on 
reports and information from NGOs 

● The reports and independent investigations by NGOs provided the GOs and IGOs basis to 
act, thus giving them greater legitimacy and helping them avoid controversies. By taking 
this position, they effectively 'blame shifted' controversial issues  to private NGOs.   

NGOs, The network as a whole 
● The network initially focussed on most serious human rights violations and clear cases. 

Therefore, it concentrated on the violations by Argentine dictatorship earlier, and the more 
ambiguous case of  democratic Mexico later.  

● The network consciously sought working through domestic NGOs and was most effective 
in countries and regions where domestic human rights NGOs were part of the network. 
This is perhaps because international NGOs and IGOs get greater legitimacy acting on 
reports and information provide by locals. 

Effectiveness of the network : ideals to practices : international political 
context, coalitions

The Effects
The international human rights network was highly influential and successfully transformed the 

26 Ref : http://www.wiscomp.org/



notion  of  sovereignty  of  nation  states,  from  one  where  no  interference  from  international 
community was acceptable in a nation's home affairs, to one where countries accepted a shared 
responsibility to honour and protect fundamental rights for all humans on the planet. It successfully 
managed to translate human rights 'ideals' of the post war period into widely shared values and 
practices27.  The cases of Mexico and Argentina demonstrate very effective interventions by the 
network which led to end or significant reduction in repressive practices within a few years after the 
intervention.  The  network  focussed  its  attention  to  Mexico  in  1988  and  by  1992  there  was 
significant  progress  in  terms  of  policy  change  and  concrete  steps  by  the  government  towards 
improving human rights conditions. In Argentina as well, the network invoked a strong response 
and positive change.  While the military regime initially denied legitimacy to the activities  and 
claims of  the  human rights  network,  they  changed their  stance  later  and  began taking  serious 
measures towards improving human rights. By 1978, 'disappearances' (which were among the key 
human rights  violations in  Argentina  in  1970s)  decreased significantly  and by 1980,  the worst 
Argentinian human rights abuses had been curtailed.  The network's intervention helped restore or 
strengthen the democratic process in the two countries. 
 

Reasons for effectiveness

There  were  many  reasons  which  explain  the  effectiveness  of  the  international  human  rights 
movement. The events of World War II and ensuing international political context led to a strong 
initial mobilisation, which led to the formation of key IGOs which were crucial for the success of 
the  movement.  The  momentum  continued by  revelation  of  cases  of  serious  human  rights 
violations;  there  was  something  bad  going  on  in  some  part  of  the  world  all  the  time,  and 
international  human rights  movements did well  to  publicise  the violations.  The movement  was 
hinged upon large anchor organisations like UNCHR and IACHR, funding foundations like the 
Ford foundation and large international NGOs like Amnesty International. However, the IGOs and 
foundations were both mainly reactive. Foundation considered funding proposals. IGOs took action 
based  on  information  and  cases  received  from  the  NGOs.  The  NGOs  managed  to  work  up 
international  pressure through diplomatic  channels working via  embassies of US and European 
countries,  and  the  regional  and  international  IGOs.  This  mutually  reinforcing  institutional 
network structure of the movement  was probably the  most important reason for it's effectiveness. 
Had it been an effort of the domestic NGOs alone trying to work through public opinion, the task 
would have been much more difficult. On the other hand, the work of international organisations 
alone would not have been as effective as the coordinated network which included domestic NGOs 
which added legitimacy. Finally, private NGOs successfully managed to work through and mobilise 
the much more resourceful governmental and inter-governmental organisations to coerce violating 
states  into  taking  concrete  steps  to  improve  human  rights  situation  in  their  territories.  Direct 
lobbying the violating regimes without going through IGOs would not have been as effective. 

In summary, the movement was effective because it could evolve into a very effective network 
structure comprising of governmental and non-governmental,  domestic and international groups. 
And because the network acted strategically and professionally, using a variety of techniques as 
discussed in the section above. They succeeded in exploiting more conducive international political 
opportunity structure when the national political opportunity structures (of the violating regimes) 
were  not  open.  They managed to  gain  widespread  support  by  framing the  problem well.  This 
combination of factors led to the effectiveness of the movement.  The fact that all these factors 
could come together is ofcourse not  trivial. Many movements fail or are less effective precisely 
because they fail in one or the other of these aspects28.            

27 Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 
3, pp 414
28 For example, the women's suffrage movement in Switzerland was not as effective as that in US primarily because the different (national) groups 

failed to coordinate well and because they failed to employ effective strategies professionally. They were also up against a more closed political 



Limits of effectiveness
The human rights network was fairly effective in the case of Mexico and Argentina, but the same 
strategies may not be effective in other cases. Mexican government could be subjected to economic 
pressures because it was negotiating free trade agreement with US. Isolated or revolting regimes 
(eg. North Korea) which do not care so much about international cooperation or which are not 
dependent on trade economics to the same extent or who in general do not aspire to be part of the 
global  club  of  nations  ('normative  community')29 cannot  be  easily  coerced  through  diplomatic 
mechanisms. On the other hand, a very cooperative but weak state may not be able to help much 
with respect to improving human rights conditions in their territories because the violators may not 
be part of the regime and the state might be too weak to control them (eg violations committed by 
FARC in Columbia). 

Further, the root causes of why some societies 'allowed' or gave birth to repressive regimes, may be 
embedded deep in  the specific  social,  cultural  and historical  contexts.  Replacing or  coercing a 
repressive  regime  through  economic  incentives  may  only  be  a  temporary  solution,  and  new 
repressive regimes may come up again with time. Any permanent solution to such problems thus 
has to be rooted in  grass-roots level social transformations (eg. increasing social capital), which 
would take lot of effort of many organisations working together over long time (decades) before 
desired changes could take effect.   

Conclusion : political systems and civil action
The  international  human  rights  movement  is  an  interesting  case  for  understanding  evolving 
international and domestic political processes and paradigms,  and roles of private actors and groups 
in an interconnected world. 

It is interesting to observe how each type of actor in the network played a unique and critical role. 
Domestic  actors  were  important  for  legitimacy,  international  NGOs  and  foundations  for 
coordination and funds, and IGOs and governmental agencies for impact. 

While this was a civil society led movement, it was effective because it could use existing national 
and international political structures and coalitions to its advantage. What would be the effect if 
human rights  network  had to  work against  more  powerful  regimes ?  Can humanitarian causes 
effectively overcome their collective action problems even if they have to work  across existing 
political  cleavages  and alignments  ?  Perhaps  not.  Definitely  not  as  effectively  as  the  cases  of 
Mexico and Argentina would inspire one to believe. To what extent can interest groups and civil 
society consciously modify global political processes and systems which need reform ? All that 
said, one need not be overtly cynical. The international human rights movement demonstrates that 
civil society and humanitarian interest groups can achieve a lot at an international scale, if they 
network effectively, frame their problems well, manage to exploit existing cleavages and coalitions 
to their advantage, act professionally and use effective strategies.  

process, but they did not try to use international pressure, which could have been more effective. Banaszak, Lee Ann (1996) Why Movements 
Succeed or Fail: Opportunity, Culture, and the Struggle for Woman Suffrage. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. Chapter 9. 

       The effective coordination between international and domestic organisations, or between donors and NGOs  is also not trivial and simple. For 
example, many post conflict peace building efforts have arguably failed or have been less effective because the international donor agencies failed to 
understand local conditions better or identify the right domestic partners. Ref : Pouligny, Béatrice (2005) Civil Society and Post-Conflict  
Peacebuilding: Ambiguities of International Programmes Aimed at Building ‘New’ Societies, Security Dialogue, 36, 4, p. 495-510.  

The fact that the human rights movement could use economic pressures to their advantage is also not trivial. Paris, Roland (1997) Peacebuilding and 
the Limits of Liberal Internationalism International Security, 22, 2, p. 54-89, discusses how economic and social competition could sometimes be 
counter-productive for social reconciliation efforts. 
29 Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 
3, pp 437



Appendix I : Organisations in the international human rights movement
(regional examples from Latin America, country examples from Mexico, Argentina only)

IGOs
● UNCHR : UN Committee on Human Rights (and subcommittee on minorities)
● IACHR : Inter American Committee on Human Rights
● UN Working Group on Disappearances

Governmental Agencies
● Washington office for Latin America
● Official development agencies in Canada, Netherlands, Scandinavia, the US
● US house subcommittee on international organisations
● Embassies of US and European countries 
● National Human Rights Commissions (for eg. in Mexico)

Foundations (key funding agencies)
● Ford Foundation
● European church foundations

International NGOs
● Amnesty International (AI)
● Americas Watch (AW)

Domestic NGOs : Argentina
● Mothers of the plaza the mayo 
● Grandmothers of the plaza the mayo
● Permanent assembly of human rights

Domestic NGOs : Mexico
● Mexican Academy for Human Rights

Other Civil Society Actors
● US Jewish community
● US Journalists



Bibliography

Banaszak, Lee Ann (1996) Why Movements Succeed or Fail: Opportunity, Culture, and the 
Struggle for Woman Suffrage. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. Chapter 9.

Beck, Ulrich, and Ciaran Cronin. Cosmopolitan Vision. University Park, PA: Polity, 2006. 

Kitschelt, Herbert P. (1986) Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protest: Anti-Nuclear 
Movements in Four Democracies, British Journal of Political Sciences 16: 57-85

Nussbaum, Martha C (2007) The Clash Within: Democracy, Religious Violence, and India's Future. 
Cambridge: Belknap Press. 

Olson, Mancur (1993) The Logic of Collective Action. In Jeremy J. Richardson (ed.), Pressure 
Groups. Oxford: Oxford University Press. p. 23-37. 

Paris, Roland (1997) Peacebuilding and the Limits of Liberal Internationalism International 
Security, 22, 2, p. 54-89

Pouligny, Béatrice (2005) Civil Society and Post-Conflict Peacebuilding: Ambiguities of  
International Programmes Aimed at Building ‘New’ Societies, Security Dialogue, 36, 4, p. 495-510

Price, Richard (2003) Reversing the Gun Sights: Transnational Civil Society Targets Land Mines, 
International Organization, 52, 3, p. 613-644.

Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom. New York: Anchor, 2000

Sikkink, Kathryn (1993) - Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin  
America. International Organisation, Vol. 47, No. 3, pp 411-441 

Web Sources

World per-capita growth in 20th century  - 
http://futurist.typepad.com/my_weblog/2006/02/economic_growth.html  

Changing Values, Post-materialism - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post-materialism
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