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Haggling for Human Rights: 
The Paradox of Achieving Human Rights at the Cost of Peace 

 
 “Promotion of human rights requires the dexterity of a juggler, the verbal 
sensitivity of a poet, and the patience of a saint.” (Vogelgesang 1979:240) 

 
 The above quote very accurately depicts the requirements for engaging in interactions 

between human rights groups and governments. There is a certain tension underlying the forces 

at play when sovereign states and foreign-based (or local) non-governmental groups clash over 

human rights issues. At a very basic level, it is all about power politics. Who holds the real 

power: the state, the people, or the self-appointed (human rights workers) representatives of the 

people? Human rights advocacy groups and repressive state structures can engage in exchanges 

so hostile about this basic question that the quest for the protection of innocent citizens ends up 

ironically placing all people both directly or indirectly involved (this of course includes the 

innocent citizens) in violent and even deadly situations. 

 This essay intends to delineate the unfortunate consequences for human rights as a result 

of the friction between the state and human rights groups. Specifically, I will focus on one case 

study: The Gambia’s President Yahya Jammeh’s exclamations of his (and therefore his 

government’s) desire to kill human rights workers because of their ‘destabilizing’ effect on the 

country – hardly a flexible stance and a very stark example of how difficult it may be to establish 

strong roots for human rights in the face of superb governmental opposition. The record shows 

that when governments such as Jammeh’s feel threatened by human rights movements or 

challenges, violence is very likely to ensue. Thus, the following analysis of the way in which 

human rights advocacy can be a direct cause for further violence is meant to question the way in 

which we currently address the problems of authoritarian and violent states and hopefully open 

up discussions on good alternative solutions to human rights advocacy strategy. Because let’s 

1   

 



Peace Studies Conference    Angie Isa Adaniya 

face it: If the almost interminable road to freedom is covered in blood and innocent victims, is it 

any better than ‘peaceful’ repression? 

 

The Major Actors 

President Yahya Jammeh came to power in The Gambia in a military coup in 1994. Since 

then, he has (arguably) won presidential elections three times: in 1996, in 2001 and most recently 

in 2006 (BBC, 2009). We are most concerned, however, with events in the past 5 years. 

In 2004, journalist Deyda Hydara (an example among many others), a heavy critic of 

government press censorship laws, was brutally gunned down. Immediately after, six journalists 

who questioned the government’s declaration of innocence regarding the murder were found 

guilty of “defamation and sedition” and sentenced to two years in jail (BBC, 2004). Three years 

later, in 2007, Jammeh asserted that he had found the cure to AIDS. When UN development 

envoy Fadzai Gwaradzimba expressed that the President’s ridiculous statement could encourage 

unsafe practices, Jammeh expelled him from the country (BBC, 2009). These two incidents have 

clearly shown Jammeh’s government little tolerance of criticism. Throughout his government, 

there have been constant allegations of abuses against the press and guilt over mysterious 

disappearances of known opposition journalists. State paranoia of plots to oust the president has 

led to harassment of journalists and unlawful detaining of dozens of people. Tensions run 

extremely high between government interests and civilian demands for free speech and 

transparency. Thus, it could not have come as much of a surprise when in October 2009 Jammeh 

openly and expressly threatened human rights group activists with death for allegedly 

‘sabotaging’ and destabilizing his country (BBC, 2009). 

 In authoritarian states such as The Gambia, the President sets himself up as the symbolic 

representation of the presence and power of the state among the people. Against him and his 
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government, there are journalists and activists attempting to keep the state under constant 

scrutiny and make it accountable to the citizenry. Additionally, this opposing group may have the 

implicit or explicit support of all sorts of international organizations normally based in the richer 

Western countries of the world such as Human Rights Watch, Reporters without Borders, UN 

sponsored groups and news-casting corporations such as CNN or the BBC. Thus, the state is not 

only held responsible to its local population, but to the global, international community as well. 

This double pressure on a State intending to defend its own interests in the face of both national 

and international demands is fertile ground for tensions to grow and is consequently hardly 

conducive to peaceful accords and resolutions. 

 

On State Sovereignty 

 One of Max Weber’s ideas is that the power of the state is derived from the acceptance of 

the dominated (Weber, 1965) of the true authority and legitimacy of its government. Thus, it is 

only logical that any criticisms directed at the state by its citizenry can be construed as a direct 

attack on its legitimacy. More concisely, human rights violation accusations attack the state’s 

prerogative as the sole enforcer of legitimate violence, and thus can be interpreted as threatening 

its capability to ensure national security. Furthermore, given the geographical and political 

origins of most human rights groups, it becomes increasingly difficult to prove that any national 

movement against the human rights abuses of any government is not in some way encouraged or 

directly influenced by outside international actors, thus increasing the state’s sense of being 

threatened. Jammeh’s sudden outburst and labeling of human rights workers as “saboteurs” are a 

great example of the way in which the state may react when it feels that its power is being 

threatened by foreign forces outside of its direct control. Thus, “resentment against alleged 

outside interference can… lead to a backlash against the intended beneficiaries of human rights 
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diplomacy.” (Vogelgesang 1979:229) The problem here is that “the simple answer is that you 

have internal powers in so far if they do not conflict with international law.” (D’Amato 

2001:103) Therefore, when it comes to human rights, all states are accountable to the 

international community – hardly an appealing concept to authoritarian regimes. 

Similarly, in an interesting statistical study on the ratification of Human Rights covenants 

by Wade Cole, the author points out that “…the consolidation and increasing penetration of the 

human rights regime impinges on sovereignty by shifting the balance of power from rulers to the 

ruled.” (Cole 2005:473) By definition, there is no autocratic state which will allow such a shift in 

power relations and therefore, in the face of flying accusations of violent repression, only more 

can follow in response. The unfortunate truth is, that “interventions have become factors in the 

very processes of destabilization they seek to ameliorate,” (Ferme 2004:92) 

We must also keep in mind that the authoritarian state is inextricably entwined with its 

leader.  An individual authoritarian leader such as Yahya Jammeh can be capable of acts of 

severely guarded jealousy when it comes to either a perceived or real contestation for political 

power. Without going specifically into the personal/ideological/psychological explanations that 

might be put forward to explain these tendencies we can safely assume that as these individuals 

are inextricably linked to the fates of the state institution and therefore have a strong incentive to 

do all that is possible to ensure the survival of the state – and by extension, their own survival. In 

fact, Jeffery Bass points out that in many “ethnographic case studies, the authors argue that 

nationalist or paranoid fantasies are often the main engine behind state terror.” (2002:116) Then 

we are confronted with the political imprisonments without trial, torture, genocides, 

disappearances, etc, all in the name of stability. 
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Human rights advocacy strategy 

 One of the problems with authoritarian states feeling threatened by international human 

rights groups is that to a certain extent, they have a reason to be. International organizations such 

as the UN can push the boundaries of state authority if they exercise forms of governmental 

control when they, for example, set up refugee camps over which they have jurisdiction above 

the state or issue identification cards for citizens. (Ferme 2004:90, 111) Through even less 

innocent actions, Ellen Messer even suggests that “the particular programs of NGOs (referring 

here to NGOs in general rather than human rights NGOs in particular) may be just as intrusive 

and destructive to the aspirations of local political leaders and cultures as those of a domineering 

national state.” (2009:123) She points to evidence that “NGOs have… been known to interfere 

with the day-to-day functioning of national governments and the course of their negotiations with 

municipalities or local governments for programs and power sharing.” (2009:123) In other 

words, NGOs have a self-interested agenda just as much as any other political actor. 

 Makau Mutua has taken these arguments about self-interested advocacy and taken them a 

step further by making an extensive political and cultural critique of human rights movements. 

He is quick to show that to local governments, “all missionary work is suspect, and might easily 

seem a part of the colonial project.” (2002:19) They can hardly be blamed since Mutua draws 

attention to the interesting historical pattern: “a long queue of the colonial administrator, the 

Bible-wielding Christian missionary, the merchant of free enterprise, the exporter of political 

democracy, and now the human rights zealot. In each case the European culture has pushed the 

“native” culture to transform” (2002:20). The fact of the matter is that there are cultural biases in 

the current human rights legal corpus based on distinctly western liberal theory and philosophy. 

“Human rights become an ideology with a specific cultural and ethnographic fingerprint. The 

human rights corpus expresses a cultural bias, and its chastening of a state is therefore a cultural 
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project” (2002:23). What self-respecting state, we may ask, wants to be someone else’s “cultural 

project”? 

 Mutua also criticizes the ways in which human rights reports are “a catalog of abuses 

committed by the state against liberal values” (2002:25) condemning the offending state for its 

transgressions. Mutua believes that these reports, often seen in the human rights movements as 

essential in cajoling states into compliance, are in fact lowly ways of shaming “Third World 

State[s] “by pointing out the gulf between the state’s conduct and internationally sanctioned 

civilized behavior.  This departure from good behavior is stigmatized and used to paint the state 

either as a pariah or out-of-step with the rest of the civilized world” (2002:25). It certainly does 

not paint a nice picture of the suspiciously policing, overbearing and neocolonialist designs of 

those countries tied to international human rights movements. 

 A contrasting but no less useful critique has been presented by David Kennedy who 

explains that “human rights, by criminalizing harm and condensing its origin to particular 

violators, can serve as denial, apology, legitimation, normalization, and routinization of the very 

harms it seeks to condemn.” (2002:125) In other words, human rights has not done all that well. 

Similarly, Mariane Ferme argues that the unfortunate truth is that “interventions have become 

factors in the very processes of destabilization they seek to ameliorate” (2004:92). Some extreme 

critics even argue that it is actually wrong “to criticize these authoritarian regimes, because 

doing so may mean that they fall under worse totalitarian rule” (Vogelgesang 1979:234, italics in 

original). Notice the change from ‘authoritarian’ to ‘totalitarian’. In other words, add 

international pressures to the worries of a state already paranoid about its own ‘enemies from 

within’ and what we possibly get is a humanitarian disaster. 

 It seems, therefore, that human rights movements are not the saintly innocent superheroes 

fighting against the terrible state villains either. Much in line with Mutua, Vogelgesang argues 
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that “…there can be no one standard for all nations. Any judgment must take into account the 

level of economic and political development in the country concerned, its history and culture, the 

control which its government has over the human rights situation, and the extent of a genuine 

threat to the nation’s security.” (1979:227) Using these thoughts as a stepping stone, I move on to 

attempt to suggest possible alternatives in human rights strategy. 

 

Swimming against the current? 

It goes without saying that there are no easy answers. Painting a sadly realistic picture, 

Jeffery Bass states that “human rights standards usually are not founded or developed through the 

application of moral philosophy, anthropological studies, or the development of theoretical 

debates, but result from concrete and often very local social struggles.” (2002:113-114) 

Therefore, calls for “explicitly limiting the sovereignty of states” (Ferrara 2003:399) and drawing 

up a concise legal framework to enforce human rights internationally might not be flexible 

enough to deal with various possible scenarios involving human rights violations. 

In agreement with anthropologist Michael Herzfeld, I propose that before attempting to 

change government behavior, we must first “consider the power relationships and strategies that 

are forged within the systems” (2001:122). For example, not all violations can be directly traced 

to a central orchestrating government but they can suddenly and spontaneously appear at 

different institutional levels – even at the lowest levels of policeman-civilian interaction. In other 

words, it is essential to understand that coercive power is not one-dimensional and that it must be 

studied in its dynamism (Sanford 2004:57). Simply condemning a government for violence at 

lower institutional levels which it is unable to control because of lack of infrastructure, capital or 

political development is neither productive nor welcome. 
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Thus, this author presents two essential requirements for human rights advocates before 

they attempt to come up with an adequate strategy for making human rights demands: 

- Groups must be aware of the varying degrees of control a government may (or may 

not) have over its own institutions. 

- Government goals and ideologies must be taken into account if we are to present a 

program which is not only advantageous for human rights but also at least palatable to 

the governing body. 

In other words, it is essential to ‘know your enemy’ before trying to make any moves and 

one of the most useful tools in our particular case of human rights advocacy has been developed 

by Thomas Risse and Kathryn Sikkink since they have applied theories of socialization to the 

international stage and the adoption of human rights norms (2000). As defined by Risse and 

Sikkink, “the goal of socialization is for actors to internalize norms, so that external pressure is 

no longer needed to ensure compliance” (2000:11). In this case, ‘actors’ are sovereign states in 

an international stage. But, how do we do that? 

The Risse and Sikkink state-level spiral model on the socialization of human rights norms 

suggests that states move across five stages before accepting and adopting ‘constraining’ human 

rights norms on their sovereignty: Repression, denial, tactical concessions, prescriptive status and 

rule-consistent behavior (2000:32). The main gist of this argument is that states will slowly move 

from one stage to the next as it responds to allegations of human rights abuses. Human rights 

demands and strategies must therefore be molded carefully depending on the stage of 

socialization a state finds itself in: being too aggressive in our accusations during the beginning 

stages can only fuel defensive, resentful, destructive and ultimately counterproductive behavior. 

This author believes that human rights advocacy – whether local or international – should have 

these three stages in mind and act accordingly since “human rights campaigns should be about 
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transforming the state, not weakening or even abolishing it” (Risse 2000:277). Working within 

these assumptions and to some extent sympathizing with the offending state could, ideally, lessen 

state accusations of attempts to oust or supersede it and therefore both reduce the possibilities of 

state-sponsored retributive violence and increase state control over its own agents of law 

enforcement. 

 

Conclusions 

 A very important question to ask before we end is: Is it possible for human rights groups 

to exert influence without becoming unwelcome? In the context of authoritarian regimes at the 

beginning stages of the socialization of human rights norms and concerned with their own 

survival and paranoid fears about attacks on its legitimacy, the short answer is no. Moreover, it 

does not help that many NGOs and other voices expressing dissent against human rights 

violations can be traced or linked in some way or another to Western-based influences. Here, 

Makau Mutua’s recommendations should be especially taken into account: “Rather than being 

subjected to demonizing and finger-pointing, under the tutelage of outsiders and their local ilk, 

the contending positions would be carefully examined and compared to find ways of either 

modifying or discarding…” certain practices. (Mutua 2002:8) It is important to keep in mind that 

human rights violations are not a symptom, but a consequence of underdevelopment, poverty or 

ethnic strife and that therefore, if we are to pursue an effective policy to tackle the problems of 

human rights abuses around the world, “those of us living in affluent democracies should 

pressure our leaders to promote more liberal democracy here and abroad, preferably through 

diplomacy and not sanctions, and-remaining ever mindful of our nation’s own present and past 

failure to honor its principles-“ (Ingram 2003:387) 
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 It is true that “…without the initiative of nongovernmental groups, domestically and 

transnationally, human rights would not only fail to develop but would also be quickly eroded 

away by governing elites.” (Shepherd 1991:213) As Vogelgesang has very well expressed it, “the 

roll-call of repression suggests that the rights of nationals cannot be left solely to the control of 

governments, because they are themselves the perpetrators of the problem and because their 

actions impinge on other nations.” (1979:242) Nevertheless, it has also become apparent that 

current strategies for the pursuit of the enhancement of civil freedom are only exacerbating state 

repression and violence. It would be advisable to redress the ways in which groups attempt to 

shape government policy. Publicly condemning offending states might be the easiest way but it 

clearly does not work. A flexible approach that makes use of Risse’s and Sikkink’s descriptions 

of the stages of socialization of a state to mold its strategies could arguably be more productive – 

it would certainly make human rights advocacy less rigid and much more fluid and malleable 

depending on the situation. Basically, what this author is suggesting, is that we should be willing 

to ‘haggle’ for human rights (despite the fact that some might find that position morally 

reprehensible) instead of ‘fighting’ for them. If only, to avoid exacerbating the violence on our 

long path to global freedom. 

 Human rights are a global issue, but as we take up the challenge to solve it, we should 

take Jennifer Moore’s advice when she states that, “in a conversation about national 

rehabilitation, no one can take exclusive possession of the high moral ground.” (2001:76) 

Pointing fingers can only go so far – even when we’re certain that we are in the right, and it is 

highly unfortunate that in the path to global attainment of human rights, there should be as much 

blood spilled as if there were no movement at all. While human rights violations are not 

excusable because of internal sovereignty (D’Amato 2001:103), coercing states into accepting 

externally imposed human rights norms is ethically questionable as well. Furthermore states, just 
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as individuals who feel threatened, will act defensively and unfortunately, in many cases, 

violently as well. Demanding, threatening and embarrassing does not normally work at the level 

of personal relationships, so why should it at the institutional level? There is a pressing need to 

look at the perpetrating states as they act in their own contexts – even if we don’t like it, because 

in the path to achieving the respect for human rights throughout the world, we must keep in mind 

that the world is diverse and its problems varied, that our strategies must stay in touch with this 

reality and that we must be prepared to respond by being equally flexible, tolerant and patient. 

Perhaps by moving slowly and cautiously, we can minimize the losses of human life in the long 

path to equality and peace and only then they will not have been in vain. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11   

 



Peace Studies Conference    Angie Isa Adaniya 

12   

Appendix A 

 

 



Peace Studies Conference    Angie Isa Adaniya 

 

ibliography 

h Squad: The Anthropology of State Terror” by Jeffrey A. 
luka, ed. PoLAR 25(2):113-117 

ammeh’s death threat. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8272774.stm

B
 
Bass, Jefferey 
2002 Reviews on “Human Rights, Culture and Context: Anthropoogical Perspectives” by 
Richard A. Wilson, ed. And “Deat
S
 
BBC 
2009 Outrage at J , accessed 

ctober 4, 2009 

Gambia Timeline. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/1032207.stm

O
 
BBC 
2009 The  , accessed October 
5, 2009 

ed operation by well-organised 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/4152775.stm

1
 
BBC 
2004 A Prominent Gambian journalist was killed in a pre-meditat
professionals says media watchdog, Reporters Without Borders. 

, accessed October 15, 2009 

tional Human Rights 
ovenants, 1966-1999. American Sociological Review 70(3): 472-495 

and international fora and coercive power: 101-111, 
urlington: Ashgate Publishing Company 

nthropology in the Margins of the State: 81-116. Santa Fe: School of American Research Press 

ns of Humanity and the Judgment Argument for Human Rights. Political Theory 
1(3): 392-420 

001 Anthropology: Theoretical Practice in Culture and Society. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 

politanism: Toward an Alternative 
heory of Human Rights. Political Theory 31(3): 359-391 

Cole, Wade M. 
2005 Sovereignty Relinquished? Explaining Commitment to the Interna
C
 
D’Amato, Anthony 
2001 A Different Look at Sovereignty. Effective Strategies for Protecting Human Rights: 
Economic sanctions, use of national courts 
B
 
Ferme, Mariane C. 
2004 Deterritorialized  Citizenship and the Resonances of the Sierra Leonean State. 
A
 
Ferrara, Alessandro 
2003 Two Notio
3
 
Herzfeld, Michael 
2
 
Ingram, David 
2003 Between Political Liberalism and Postnational Cosmo
T
 
 

13   



Peace Studies Conference    Angie Isa Adaniya 

14   

 

n Rights Movement: Part of the Problem? Harvard Human Rights 
urnal 15(Spring): 101-125 

ation. In Human Rights: An 
nthropological Reader. Mark Goodale ed. Pp. 103-134 

ugh 

s and international fora and coercive power: 71-77, Burlington: 
shgate Publishing Company 

uman Rights: A Political and Cultural Critique, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
ress 

olicies, Comparative Measures, and NGO Strategies. 
oulder: Westview Press 

s. In 
pology in the Margins of the State: 253-277. Santa Fe: School of American Research 

ress 

ights: International Norms and Domestic Change. Cambridge: 
ambridge University Press 

979 Diplomacy of Human Rights. International Studies Quarterly 23(2):216-245 

1965 Politics as a Vocation. Philadelphia: Fortress Press 

 
Kennedy, David 
2002 The International Huma
Jo
 
Messer, Ellen 
2009 Anthropology, Human Rights, and Social Transform
A
 
Moore, Jennifer 
2001 Toward a More Responsive Sovereignty: Confronting Human Rights Violations thro
National Reconstruction. In Effective Strategies for Protecting Human Rights: Economic 
sanctions, use of national court
A
 
Mutua, Makau 
2002 H
P
 
Nanda, Ved P., James R. Scarritt and George W. Shepherd, Jr, ed. 
1991 Global Human Rights: Public P
B
 
Sanford, Victoria 
2004 Contesting Displacement in Colombia: Citizenship and State Sovereignty at the Margin
Anthro
P
 
Risse, Thomas, Stephen C. Ropp and Kathryn Sikkink ed. 
2000 The Power of Human R
C
 
Vogelgesang, Sandy 
1
 
Weber, Max 


