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(7)Before embarking on academic ventures of my own, I remember reading the 
 acknowledgements of others with puzzlement and awe: who were all those 
 people and why were they listed in these pages; exactly how had they contrib-
 uted to the present venture? I now know the answers intimately, and feel that 
 no matter how grand the words, they only capture a pale shadow of the debts 
 and gratitude a given venture has generated. This sentiment has never been as 
 intense as today, when I conclude my largest academic venture to date. This 
 project has been challenging for numerous reasons, the main being the nature 
 of its topic: human rights. Even after six years, they remain for me one of the 
 most exciting, compelling and confusing topics a legal anthropologist could 
 select. This sentiment stems primarily from their multiple forms and articula-
 tions - they exist simultaneously as empirically observable artifacts in trea-
 ties, policy guidelines and institutions, and as immaterial  values never fully 
 explained, yet cherished by innumerable people. Any given empirical context 
 likely entails traces of all these elements, leaving a researcher in ongoing 
 confusion over approaches, methodologies and terminology. Just when one 
 thinks one has human rights ‘fi gured out’, they emerge in a new incarnation, 
 once more challenging the theoretical constructions arduously laboured on 
 by the researcher. 


If a researcher, particularly a beginning doctorate  student, is to acquire 
 any success in a venture tackling such a topic, she requires extensive assistance. 


This is something this study has been fortunate enough to enjoy. This venture 
owes its existence to the contributions of professor  Martti Koskenniemi, who 
has remained a source of encouragement and inspiration, of challenge and 
demand, the full extent of which remains impossible to ascertain. I wish to 
convey my most heartfelt thanks for this continued collaboration. A sincere 
thanks to professor Jan Klabbers for being, throughout the years, a source of 
reassurance, a patient listening ear, a provider of endless quotes; in general, 
for being a person helping to make research better as well as more enjoy-



(8)able. Thanks for believing in me, and for allowing me opportunities to test 
 my wings. Professor  Annelise Riles entered my venture in a stage of deep 
 confusion, introducing me to a whole range of exciting scholarship which 
 gave me new direction and pushed me to challenge my intellectual bounda-
 ries. Her work continues to function as an inspiration, and I thank her most 
 deeply for involving herself in my project. Professor Jukka Siikala has been 
 a patient and tolerant mentor who has allowed me great intellectual freedom, 
 yet always wanted to ensure that my reading and approaches were ‘anthro-
 pological enough’. Both of these elements were vital for this venture, and 
 for them I thank him. The fi nalized version of this study owes an enormous 
 debt to its preliminary examiners, Professors  Sally Engle Merry and Teemu 
 Ruskola; to them I wish to convey my gratitude through all the parts where 
 the manuscript has improved due to their insightful comments. I also am most 
 grateful to Professor  Sally Engle Merry for agreeing to act as the opponent 
 for my public examination, knowledge of which has provided a continued 
 source of inspiration to improve the manuscript.


This venture has benefi ted from three primary intellectual environments. 


Of these, the most enduring has been the Erik Castrén Institute of International 
 Law and Human Rights, under the auspices of which it has been generated. A 
 warm thanks to my colleagues for endless vigorous debate, a general stimulat-
 ing intellectual environment and friendship - as well as the numerous quotes 
 they provided me with on the ingenious uses made today of the  human rights 
 discourse. A particular debt is owed to Martin Björklund, Jarna Petman, Päivi 
 Leino-Sandberg and Taina Tuori. The second context is the department of 
 Anthropology at the University of Helsinki in which I am defending this thesis, 
 and in which I have had the fortune of receiving the insightful and challenging 
 comments of its researchers upon presenting different versions of this study. 


A special thanks is due to Marie-Louise Karttunen, Anna Maria Viljanen and 
 Karen Armstrong, who all read parts of the manuscript and offered insights 
 which improved this study signifi cantly. Thanks also to Minna Ruckenstein 
 and Timo Kallinen for helpful discussions and quotes. The third context is 
 the Finnish Centre of Excellence in Global Governance Research, offi cially 
 launched in 2006, but as an intellectual collaboration commenced already 
 earlier. The Centre has provided an inspirational inter-disciplinary context in 
 which to present and receive feedback on my research; it has likewise become 
 the domain of exciting future ventures, for which I thank in particular Pamela 
 Slotte, Rene Uruena and Reetta Toivanen.


In addition, I wish to forward a warm thanks to the numerous scholars 
I have had the fortune of encountering during this venture. Here I wish to 



(9)highlight discussions and other contributions from Peter Fitzpatrick, Karen 
 Engle, Anthony Carty, William Twining, Fréderic Mégret, Ratna Kapur, 
 Alain Pottage, Amy Levine, Iris Jean-Klein and Susan Marks. Thanks to Eibe 
 Riedel and Michael O’Flaherty for facilitating my visits to the UN human 
 rights framework, and for offering valuable feedback on draft texts. Chapter 
 2, exploring the position of the  human rights phenomenon in  Finland, has 
 benefi ted unmeasurably from the discussions, interviews and comments of 
 Juhani Kortteinen, Martin Scheinin, Tuomas Ojanen, Holger Rotkirch, Klaus 
 Törnudd, Matti Pellonpää and Mikael Hidén; a special thanks to all of them. 


In my quest to explore the origins of the  human rights phenomenon, cor-
 respondence with Andrew Johnstone on American internationalism was 
 particularly helpful. I wish to thank  Vaula Haavisto for discussion as well 
 as the permission to reproduce two of her graphs in this study; and Anna 
 Rainio, Eero Salmenkivi, Sirpa Leppänen, Marko Ampuja, Johanna Sumiala-
 Seppänen, Eila Helander, Olli Haatamaa and Ritka Heino for correspondence 
 and sources. Finally, an enormous thanks is owed to the organizers and par-
 ticipants of the empirical context of this study, addressed through the pseu-
 donym of the Scandinavian Network of Human Rights Experts, for allowing 
 me to carry out this unconventional research. 


Many thanks to my far too qualifi ed ‘research assistant’ Mary Morgan, 
 as well as the research assistance of the Erik Castrén Institute interns Susan 
 Liu and Merje Jõgi. For taking care of practical matters, many thanks to Åsa 
 Wallendahl, Taru Kuosmanen, Anni Tuomela and Arto Sarla. Thanks to coor-
 dinator Sanna Villikka for making life and research generally easier, not the 
 least before this study was submitted for preliminary examination: as I was 
 close to collapsing after an arduous night shift, she and Anja Lindroos volun-
 teered to prepare the required number of copies for the actual submission. This 
 remains a moment warmly cherished. Thanks to Eeva Hagel at the Helsinki 
 University Press for consultation and assistance regarding the printing proc-
 ess. An enormous thanks to Sara Norja for diligent proof-reading and copy-
 editing, after which I felt at great ease to depart with the manuscript; needless 
 to say, all the remaining errors are my responsibility. A special thanks to Ville 
 Peltokorpi for his excellent work with the layout, accompanied by unfailing 
 patience and pleasant collaboration; I am certainly glad to call this good-
 looking volume my own!


The merits of this study also owe a debt to predictable and long-term 
funding, permitting primarily undisturbed focus. Here most important has 
been the funding provided in 2002-2006 by the Finnish Graduate School in 
Human Rights Research, funded by the Finnish Ministry of Education and 



(10)administered by the Human Rights Institute of the Åbo Akademi. A spe-
 cial thanks to the  school’s leader Martin Scheinin and its coordinator Maria 
 Sommardahl for their contributions, as well as to all the Research School 
 participants. Possibilities to focus on fi nalizing this manuscript owe a dis-
 tinct debt to the funding received from the Law Faculty of the University of 
 Helsinki, as well as its department of Public Law; here special thanks are due 
 to Jukka Kekkonen and Kai Kalima for seeing potential in my inter-discipli-
 nary research as well as for offering possibilities for new kinds of collabora-
 tion. In addition, shorter funding periods and travel grants have been received 
 from the Erik Castrén Institute of International Law and Human Rights, 
 the University of Helsinki and the Finnish Centre of Excellence in Global 
 Governance Research. Parts of this study have been presented in numerous 
 international workshops, seminars and conferences.1 I have also had the good 
 fortune of holding two courses on the basis of this study as well as different 
 visiting lectures. I wish to thank all the participants of these contexts for their 
 keen engagement, which has signifi cantly helped me to defi ne and precise my 
 approaches. Parts of Chapter 1 and 5 have been featured in previously pub-
 lished articles,2 and an article will be published on the basis of Chapter 2.


I wish to conclude this acknowledgement by extending a special thanks 
 to the people outside the academia who have tolerated me as well as made life 
 pleasant during this strenuous process. Thanks to my friends for being so great, 
 and for making me convinced that, since they have chosen to befriend me, I 
 must be pretty cool too! Thanks for continued support and encouragement to 
 my sister Essi-Reetta Särkämö and my brother Antti Halme and their families, 
 and my godmother Helinä Soljander. Thanks to my mother Hannele Soljander-
 Halme for continued interest and appreciation of my work. The fact that I ever 
 picked up doctorate studies owes the most signifi cant debt to my father Lasse 
 Halme, a theologian and a philosopher, who introduced me to the academics 
 already in infancy as he cared for me while fi nishing his Master’s thesis. Later 
 our infi nite discussions on the battle of good and evil and the role of religion in 
 human existence fed my intellectual imagination, and traces of our debates are 


1 Here the most important have been papers presented at the Anthropology and Law Workshop 
 at Birkbeck College, London (25-27 April, 2005); the Graduate Student workshop of the 
 Association of Political and Legal Anthropology at the American Anthropological Association’s 
 Annual Meeting in Washington D.C. (30.11-4.12.2005); and the session ‘Human Rights: Global 
 Legal Pluralism Revisited’ of the ‘Law and Society in the 21st Century’ at Humboldt University, 
 Berlin (25-27.7.2007).


2 ‘Between Culture and Rights - beyond Relativism?’ In 28 Polar : The Political and Legal 
Anthropology Review 2, 2005, 307-315; ‘Laki ja Ihmisoikeudet: etnografi nen lähestymistapa.’ In 
Oikeus-lehti, Symposium on Law and Anthropology, 1/2007, 32-43.



(11)still refl ected in this venture. While witnessing his path toward a PhD I learned 
 that academic life is not always easy, but that one must never forsake the belief 
 in the value of research.


I dedicate this study to my spouse Sami Tuomisaari and our joint new 


‘venture’. During this project Sami has been an unfailing supporter, some-
 times literally picking me up from the fl oor when I have been exhausted by 
 the work. I could not hope for a better partner for the new adventure on which 
 we are to embark, and which will change both of our lives forever.


In Helsinki, 24 January 2008
Miia Halme
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Introduction


‘All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They 
 are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one 
 another in a spirit of brotherhood’ 


   Article 1, 


 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948


‘Human Rights are sought for a chimpanzee in Austria’ 


   HS 3.4.2007


In February 2006 two members of the Finnish Parliament submitted a pro-
posal for a constitutional amendment to separate the  Lutheran church from 
the Finnish state. To an outsider the very proposal may seem surprising: is 
it indeed true that a technologically advanced and prosperous Northern state 
is not thoroughly secularized but instead continues to hold formal allegiance 
to some  sacred domain? How is this compatible for example with the recent 
demands that Turkey, a Muslim state, become secularized upon gaining 
membership in the  EU? That the current circumstance is indeed true - the 
same applies also to  Norway,  Iceland and  Denmark, in which the  Lutheran 
church enjoys the status of state church - and further not a source of special 
notice was refl ected in the forceful opposition and virtually no support the 
proposal received as it was discussed in the Finnish Parliament; although 
one parliamentarian brought up the example of Turkey, she simultaneously 
declared she did not support the proposal at hand. The primary focus of the 
subsequent discussion became  values. Participating parliamentarians - pri-
marily members of the Christian and agrarian parties representing the higher 



(14)age segments - emphasized how Christian  values are historically linked to 
 the state of  Finland and continue to provide its ideological foundation. These 
 views were historically accurate: prior to the nation’s independence in 1917, 
 only Christians could ascertain civil rights in the autonomous Grand Duchy 
 of  Finland, and only after the law on religious freedom of 1923 were Finns 
 permitted to leave the state church. The strong link between the  Lutheran 
 church and the Finnish population has further been refl ected in traditionally 
 high allegiance to it: although slowly declining, until the turn of the new 
 millennium more than 85% of Finns belonged to it. In 2003 a radical shift 
 ensued: as the new legislation on religious freedom facilitated leaving the 
 church - before, a personal visit to the parish was required, now a letter or 
 even an e-mail suffi ced - separation numbers exploded. Whereas in 2001 
 and 2002 separation numbers were around 15 000, by 2006 the fi gure had 
 jumped to a new record of 35 000, with few signs of slowing down. Of those 
 resigning, the vast majority are under 40, a fact that increases the number 
 of children who will be born without ever belonging to the church. If this 
 development continues, some estimates calculate church members to become 
 a minority in the Finnish population by 2015, a scenario challenging the very 
 status of the state church.


In many ways the recent wave of separations is no surprise - it is, of 
 course, well-known that most Finns hardly ever actually attend the church 
 they almost mechanically belong to. Consequently, instead of a radical break 
 in beliefs or  values, recent developments signal a longer decline or alteration 
 of religious sentiment. Here  Finland is by no means alone, as the same devel-
 opment can be perceived applicable more generally to the entire modern era 
 characterized by the  values of individualism, equality, tolerance, rationality, 
 liberalism and  secularization. That these  values are increasingly embraced 
 by the Finnish population was refl ected in the Presidential elections of 2000 
 won by Tarja Halonen, an urban single mother living in a common-law mar-
 riage - not a member of the  Lutheran church but a member of a well-known 
 organization for sexual minorities - over Esko Aho, head of a nuclear family 
 belonging to the church.1 Against this background the paramount feature of 


1 The election was very tight, showing clear division between urban and rural areas, the fi rst 
 supporting Halonen, the latter Aho. In 2006 Halonen was selected for another term, this time 
 after a tight competition with Sauli Niinistö, an enormously popular right-wing male candidate. 


Refl ecting further ideological change was the fact that whereas the question of church member-
ship and issues of religion were a key theme of the 2000 campaign - particularly the fact that 
Halonen was not a member of the church was highlighted - the issue was not emphasized in the 
2006 election.



(15)the above Parliament discussion becomes the fact that it embodied one of 
 few public exchanges today where the common  values of the Finnish society 
 were articulated as being those of  Christianity. Particularly recent initiatives 
 to renew  school curricula demonstrate how, despite continued formal links 
 between the Lutheran Church and the state, in public policy-making the  val-
 ues of  Christianity have lost the status of universality. Instead they have been 
 assigned the position of a particular ideology, as refl ecting the conceptions 
 of one religion: conceptions competing on an equal footing with the  values 
 of all other ideologies. That is, all ideologies except one: human rights as 
 articulated by the  Universal Declaration of Human Rights.2 Virtually all ini-
 tiatives to renew  school curricula in the new millennium emphasize human 
 rights as the foundational  values of  education in Finnish schools. Whereas 
 it has become established that it is today both unacceptable and unlawful to 
 require non-church members to participate in the teaching of religious ide-
 ology in Finnish schools, there are no instances where such limitations are 
 mentioned regarding the teaching of human rights - the initiatives entail no 
 mention of criteria or instances that might make it acceptable for a  student 
 not to attend human rights  education. Human rights have become the new 
 common  values into which policy makers want to socialize the next  genera-
 tion of Finns.


Human Rights as New Universal Values


This is a study of human rights in action, of the structures and  patterns of 
 fl ow accompanying the abstract  human rights discourse founded on the ideol-
 ogy of emancipation and equality of all people. The empirical target of this 
 study is formed by the educational activities of the Scandinavian Network of 
 Human Rights Experts, SCANET, and its wider context provided for by the 
 favourable ideological and societal position of the  human rights discourse 
 in the contemporary Finnish society. This position is connected to ongoing 
 societal change where Christian  values as articulated by the  Lutheran church 
 are increasingly denoted the position of a particular ideology and trumped by 
 the secular, universal  values articulated by the  human rights discourse. This 
 value shift applies particularly to young urban adults, the group commonly 
 viewed to lead the opinion of the general population, who, in a recent study 
 by the  Lutheran church - in addition to leading the statistics on leaving the 
 church - consistently highlighted human rights as their core  values. Even more 


2 From hereon ‘the  Universal Declaration’.



(16)importantly, in the reasons they give for abandoning the church, they repeat-
 edly emphasize human rights violations occurring within the church, particu-
 larly the ongoing tension over  gender equality among church employees as 
 well as the status of same-sex relationships (Mikkola, Niemelä & Petterson 
 2007). Value change is likewise characteristic of the Finnish media, with the 
 country’s largest and hugely infl uential newspaper Helsingin Sanomat open-
 ly advocating for the separation of church and state as well as approaching 
 issues of religion critically in its articles (Rahkonen 2007, 37).


By contrast, human rights are talked of favourably by politicians, inter-
 est groups from sexual minorities to the disabled, journalists, columnists, 
 chefs and osteopaths; numerous examples later in this study demonstrate 
 this to apply also to Helsingin Sanomat. Human rights are advocated for by 
 interest groups on a weekly basis around the University of Helsinki, where-
 as advocators of religious coalitions are marked by their absence. When a 
 human rights NGO was refused presence in the University main building, it 
 was the source for an article at the university paper (Yliopistolainen 2004). 


Allegiance to human rights has in  Finland come to represent the shift from 
 ideological homogeneity to pluralism and openness; of the emancipation 
 of the individual inquisitive mind from religious and ideological author-
 ity. Instead of being a radical break, this ideological shift can be construed 
 to refl ect a more general development of the post-World War II era, which 
 has seen human rights to form the favoured discourse of international law, 
 politics and transnational activism. Originating from the natural rights the-
 ories of such 17th and 18th century fi gures as John Locke, Jean-Jacques 
 Rousseau and Immanuel Kant, human rights have become ‘glorifi ed espe-
 ranto’ (Klabbers 2004); ‘ values for a godless age’ (Klug 2000). 


The link of  secularization and the increasing importance of the human 
 rights ideology refl ects the observations of Paul Johnson, who notes how 


‘[a]mong the advanced races, the decline and ultimately the collapse of the 
 religious impulse would leave a huge vacuum. The history of modern times 
 is in great part the history of how that vacuum had been fi lled... In place 
 of religious belief, there would be secular ideology’ (Johnson 1992, 48). 


E.H.Carr observed the same phenomenon already before World War II, not-
ing how ‘[a]n ethical standard was required which would be independent of 
any external authority, ecclesiastical or civil; and the solution was found in 
the doctrine of a secular ‘law of nature’, whose ultimate source was the indi-
vidual human reason’ (Carr 2001[1939], 25). Particularly after the end of the 
 Cold War this vacuum has increasingly been fi lled by the  human rights dis-
course and its underlying ideology, and the discourse appears to have replaced 



(17)nationalism as the ideology governing the creation of ‘imagined communi-
 ties’, as has been famously phrased by Benedict Anderson (Anderson 2003). 


Like nationalism, the human rights ideology creates a paradox of objective 
 modernity to the eyes of a historian and a sense of subjective antiquity to 
 many human rights supporters (Anderson 2003, 5). Also like nationalism, 
 the human rights ideology is strongly characterized by the notion of an imag-
 ined community formed around deep, horizontal comradeship, paired with 
 the realization that it is impossible to personally know each of the persons 
 belonging to the community (Anderson 2003, 6-7). 


However, differing from nationalism, the human rights ideology does 
 not envision itself as fi nite; whereas Anderson notes how no nation imagines 
 itself coterminous with mankind, this very notion - the community of every-
 one ( Universal Declaration 1948) - is the constitutive element of the human 
 rights ideology. Greg Urban has emphasized the role of discourses in the 
 process of creating communities and spreading ideologies. In his discussion 
 of the American Declaration of Independence, Urban notes how its discourse 
 is ‘designed to be persuasive, to have an effect’ (Urban 2001, 104). Jacques 
 Derrida has noted how regarding Declarations ‘[t]he signature invents the 
 signer’, giving rise to the community in whose name ‘the people, the “good” 


people (a decisive detail because it guarantees the value of the intention and 
 the signature) have signed the document’ (Derrida 2002, 49). Urban weighs 
 this account to be incomplete, as ‘[w]hat is crucially missing from the perfor-
 mativity account is an understanding of cultural motion, of the circulation of 
 discourse that is necessary for a signifi cant number of individuals to come to 
 articulate their membership in a group, of a “we”’ (Urban 2001, 95). 


 These fi ndings apply to the community that has emerged around the 
  Universal Declaration over the past six decades. On the one hand, its foun-
 dations were laid in 1948 when the ‘good people’ representing ‘all the peo-
 ples of the world’ adopted the  Universal Declaration at the United Nations 
 General Assembly. On the other, the emergence of an empirically observ-
 able ‘human rights community’ was preceded by decades of circulation of 
 the  human rights discourse. This study construes that, in this circulation, the 
 decisive performative account has been  education. The importance of  educa-
 tion was highlighted already by the Preamble of the  Universal Declaration, 
 which states that:


‘Now, Therefore THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY proclaims THIS 
UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS as a common 
standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that 
every individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration 



(18)constantly in mind, shall strive by teaching and  education to promote 
 respect for these rights and freedoms‘( Universal Declaration 1948; ital-
 ics added).


The importance of  education was repeated in the 1993 UN World Conference 
 of Human Rights (Vienna Declaration 1993) as well as the UN Decade of  
 Human Rights Education from 1995 to 2004 (High Commissioner 2004a). 


In 1998 Mary Robinson, former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
 highlighted  education as the highest priority of the  human rights phenomenon; 


she believed it to hold a fundamental role in  empowering individuals to defend 
 their rights and those of others. The emphasis placed on  education in the  human 
 rights phenomenon can be associated to the ideas of the Enlightenment assign-
 ing intellectuals a pivotal role in the spread of progressive ideas (Gramsci 1989, 
 5-43), and it likewise has resonance with the ‘ civilizing mission’ of interna-
 tional law (Koskenniemi 2001). Yet the rhetoric of  education entails a decisive, 
 in the human rights fi eld often overlooked, separation of individuals into those 
 holding competence over the knowledge to be distributed, and those for the 
 benefi t of whom knowledge needs to be disseminated; the separation of people 
 into ‘experts’ and ‘laymen’ (Hannerz 1992). This separation entails an intrin-
 sic hierarchy between the different groups, thus forming a challenge for the 
 egalitarian ethos of the  human rights discourse; although ‘all human beings are 
 born free and equal in dignity and rights’ and are ‘endowed with reason and 
 conscience’, only some individuals hold the competence and possibilities to act 
 as educators on the exact content of rights enjoyed by all people. 


Education is undoubtedly one of the most potent ways of inducing 
societal change, and consequently what is taught, how, and by whom are all 
issues generating ongoing  controversy in many parts of the world. Minority 
groups strive to have  education organized in their native languages, and reli-
gious groups aspire to offer teaching that concurs with their religious doc-
trine. In the US  education was a central tool in the assimilationist policies 
directed at Native Americans, and today an intense  controversy plagues many 
Southern US states on whether schools should teach the Darwinian theory 
of Evolution, or the Biblical story of Creationism. In  Finland  education has 
a distinct tradition due to its link to the spread of the Lutheran faith in the 
17th century, when the ability to read - and hopefully understand - the Bible 
was construed as pivotal for achieving contact with God. This rendered the 
ability to read a prerequisite for getting a marriage permit from the church, 
a compelling factor as civil marriages were not recognized in  Finland, and 
consequently, although the law on mandatory  education was only passed in 
1921, some form of  education was practically compulsory centuries earlier. 



(19)As until the early 20th century there were few public schools, particularly in 
 the remote rural areas where large portions of Finns lived, an important leg-
 acy emerged of Lutheran ministers acting as educators. This legacy has left a 
 remarkable impact on the Finnish public consciousness, as is refl ected in lit-
 erature, for example. Most Finns are still taught at schools how in Seitsemän 
 veljestä - the novel ‘Seven Brothers’ written by Aleksis Kivi, which appeared 
 in the late 19th century and is still one of the most famous Finnish novels 
 - the thick-headed brothers struggle in their reading sessions led by the stern 
 hand of the Lutheran minister. This educational legacy entails two pivotal 
 elements for this study. First, as Lutheran ministers were traditionally among 
 the most infl uential people in the Finnish society, this also assigned educators 
 a high status. Since then the status of  school teachers has declined remark-
 ably, refl ected for example in low wages. School teachers are not counted 
 among the most infl uential or revered members of the Finnish society either, 
 a similar status decline that has largely impacted Lutheran ministers. Yet the 
 high status of educators continues to fi nd resonance within the Finnish popu-
 lation, refl ected in the expression kansankynttilä, literally meaning a candle 
 for the common people, still sometimes utilized to describe teachers. The 
 second decisive element relates to the conception of  learning internalized by 
 the common Finns through  education by ministers: it consisted primarily of 
 adopting the knowledge disseminated by the authority without public refl ec-
 tion or dissent; passages from the Seven Brothers illustrate in a tangible man-
 ner how peasants were not to negotiate with the authority of the minister.


Human Rights Experts as Educators


In this study the individuals acting as educators are human rights experts. 


Although their actions are explored in an explicit educational context, their 
 educational role is understood to occupy a more general role in the contem-
 porary  human rights phenomenon. For this study the ‘ human rights phenom-
 enon’ (Mazover 2004; Cali & Meckled-Garcia, 2006) is understood to consist 
 of three elements: discourse, community and artifacts.3 All of these elements 
 have faced  expansion, and, whereas this study makes no claims for exhaustive 
 treatment of factors behind this process, it is useful to touch upon the matter 
 briefl y; the issue will be elaborated in subsequent chapters. The  human rights 
 discourse as articulated by the  Universal Declaration can be placed at the  cen-
 tre of  expansion: it is highly persuasive, pulling newly independent peoples 


3 Other scholars talk of the ‘human rights movement’ (Steiner & Alston 2000; Simpson 2001; 


Sellars 2002; Mutua 2002; Merry 2005; Mahoney 2007).



(20)at the end of World War II - people who were excluded from the diplomatic 
 discourses of the League of Nations (Wallin 2005) - into its incipient com-
 munity. The  human rights discourse offered previously oppressed peoples 
 the possibility to claim rights and freedoms through a language that ‘can’t be 
 reduced to a mere “value judgment”’, consequently trumping ordinary claims 
 such as preferences (Kennedy 1997, 305). Six decades after the adoption of 
 the  Universal Declaration, a community of endless NGOs, experts, policy 
 makers, volunteers, educators, politicians and ordinary citizens has emerged 
 around the  human rights discourse (Keck & Sikkink 1998). This develop-
 ment has been aided by  education, through which diverse people around the 
 world have come aware of the discourse, as well as the possibilities they hold 
 for articulating their differing claims through it. Accompanying this process 
 - at times preceding it, at times following it - is the proliferation of  human 
 rights instruments as well as other human rights artifacts (Jean-Klein & Riles 
 2005). Artifacts consist of empirically and ontologically objectively existing 
 entities relating to human rights, including, among others, human rights poli-
 cies, institutions, journals and educational programs. 


Combined, these developments have induced dramatic and substantive 
  expansion of the  human rights discourse. Instead of focussing on distinct 
 claims, the discourse has a generality that allows all kinds of claims to be 
 made through it. Few people today would claim human rights to be entities 
 adjudicating solely the relationships of sovereign states and their subjects 
 which could be argued to have formed their initial juridical signifi cance. 


Instead, human rights have become free-fl oating signifi ers (Mehlman 1973; 


Laclau 1996): concepts the exact content of which is left to each individual 
speaker to defi ne and which can be further utilized to argue, for example, 
for the improved treatment of chimpanzees. This  expansion poses a serious 
threat to the discourse’s potency to act as trumps, as it threatens to become 
all-inclusive and therefore synonymous with everything and nothing. The 
 human rights phenomenon entails an important structural authority position 
to prevent this scenario from realizing, namely the  systemic agency of human 
rights experts. Marshall Sahlins elaborates this concept in relation to histori-
cal events, characterizing it as an institutional or structural form of empower-
ment through which authority is conveyed to particular persons of authority 
by the structural relays of the larger organization of society (Sahlins 2004, 
155-156). In the  human rights phenomenon this  systemic agency is held 
primarily by human rights experts who educate the wider society on what 
human rights are; what remains within, what falls outside the discourse. In 
this position human rights experts communicate with the wider society, act-



(21)ing as intermediaries who  translate the  human rights discourse to meet local 
 concerns (Merry 2006a). This capacity is exemplifi ed by the Finnish context, 
 where human rights experts are consulted by legislators and policy makers, 
 and relied on by different interest groups; in the issues of the allegiance of the 
 state and church, both proponents and opponents of the debate cite predomi-
 nant human rights experts to add potency to their claims. Simultaneously, as 
 will be explored later, their capacity is more engaged as they also extend the 
 discourse through their  creative space.


The  systemic agency of human rights experts has given rise, to uti-
 lize the concept  Jean Lave and  Etienne Wenger use to describe  learning 
 processes, to a ‘ community of practice’ with which they refer to a ‘set of 
 relations among persons, activity, and world over time and in relation with 
 other tangential and overlapping communities of practice’(Lave & Wenger 
 1991, 98). In this community human rights experts are full members. Today 
 this community is both signifi cantly large in size as well as diverse in the 
 practices and motivations of its members. Yet in  Finland the community 
 enjoys a monolithically favourable societal position: human rights experts 
 are in the media described as ‘always being on the side of the weak ones’, 
 and they are greeted by acquaintances as ‘doing something good’. In terms 
 of their  systemic agency, constitutive for this  community of practice is its 
 access to the ‘thousands of articles, referees, supporters and granting bod-
 ies’. This allows the conceptions of its members of the limits of the  human 
 rights discourse to trump those of the ‘“average man who happens to hit 
 the  truth”, naively postulated by Galileo’, as has been discussed by  Bruno 
 Latour in regards to the facts of natural sciences (Latour 1987, 44). In terms 
 of infl uence, what emerges as decisive is the community’s association to 
 institutions enjoying a recognized and esteemed position in the  human 
 rights phenomenon, such as different UN bodies.


This study explores a formal context in which human rights experts 
act as educators, a function which, as was mentioned, entails an internal 
tension. Although  education is a paramount performative account for the 
spread of the  human rights discourse, it likewise forms a potential contrast 
to the ideal of emancipation of the individual inquisitive mind from external 
authority. This gives rise to the question: what kind of teaching curricula, 
formal and explicit curricula for intended  learning (Lave & Wenger 1991, 
40-41), do human rights experts offer? How do these curricula correspond 
to the  learning curricula of such contexts, referring to  learning that occurs 
through general participation in the educational activity, instead of through 
formal teaching (Lave & Wenger 1991, 40-41)? What kind of conceptions 



(22)of  learning, knowledge and expertise do such contexts create; what kind 
 of  patterns of fl ow emerge from them (Hannerz 1992)? In this study these 
 questions will be addressed, to continue with the terms of Lave and Wenger, 
 from the perspective of a  legitimate peripheral participant - a  student and 
 a newcomer into the  community of practice of human rights experts. This 
 study analyses whether the status of a peripheral participant is dynamic, 
 allowing for gradual evolution into full membership in the  community of 
 practice of human rights experts, or one characterized by ‘unrelatedness 
 or irrelevance to ongoing activity’ (Lave & Wenger 1991, 37; italics in 
 original). These questions are assessed in particular to search for answers 
 on how such educational contexts become compatible with the ideals of 
 individualism, equality, tolerance, rationality, and  secularization.


Education in SCANET


The educational context in which these questions are examined is discussed 
through the pseudonym of the Scandinavian Network of Human Rights 
Experts, SCANET. Scholars have differing approaches for the use of pseud-
onyms: while for example  Annelise Riles utilizes them in her analysis of 
Fijian NGO workers without supplementary explanation (Riles 2001a),  Sally 
Engle Merry discusses the CEDAW committee with its real name (Merry 
2006a). Nancy Scheper-Hughes adopts a more stern approach to what she 
labels as the ‘cute and conventional use of pseudonyms’, meditating in ret-
rospect on her decision to utilize a pseudonym for the Northern Irish village 
and her unsuccessful efforts to conceal informant identities by scrambling 
distinctive features with each other. She contemplates this ‘time-honored 
practice’ to ‘fool few and protect none - save, perhaps the anthropologist’, 
continuing: ‘ I fear that the practice makes rogues of us all - too free with our 
pens, with the government of our tongues, and with our loose translations and 
interpretations of village life.’ (Scheper-Hughes 2002, 12). Such concerns 
should not be dismissed lightly. For this venture the use of pseudonyms has 
not stemmed primarily from desires to conceal SCANET participant identi-
ties - many discussed elements of human rights expert capacities, such as 
newspaper interviews, are public, and thus in such instances there is no rea-
son to protect anonymity. Rather it aims to gain greater distance and upgrade 
the analytical level by treating SCANET above all as a characteristic example 
of artifacts and communities of the  human rights phenomenon. 



(23)SCANET, formed in 2002, is a loose coalition of scholars and practi-
 tioners for whom legal  education turned out to be characteristic. Its members 
 represent the Scandinavian and  Nordic region, meaning  Sweden,  Norway, 
  Denmark,  Finland and  Iceland, and in terms of its organizing rationale 
 SCANET can be thought as characteristic of the kind of artifacts that have 
 emerged within the  human rights phenomenon in recent years. SCANET 
 members include some of the most infl uential human rights experts in the 
  Nordic region, who act as professors and senior scholars in universities as 
 well as leaders and researchers in Scandinavian and  Nordic  human rights 
 institutes. In addition they act as consultants for their respective governments 
 in policy-making and legislation as well as for numerous interest groups; 


many hold different UN expert positions such as treaty body membership. 


In  Finland, due to the recent emphasis on human rights  education, they are 
 increasingly relied on as educators and providers of educational material 
 for elementary and higher  education, a development increasing their soci-
 etal infl uence. SCANET operates through various forms such as upkeeping 
 an e-mail list distributing information of developments and activities in the 
  human rights phenomenon as well as distributing research and travel grants. 


However, the most important feature of its operations is the organizing of 
 educational activities - courses of some days to a week, organized in chang-
 ing localities - intended to help students in their ongoing PhD research. These 
 activities are participated in by both permanent SCANET experts as well as 
 visiting experts from well-known universities primarily in Europe and North 
 America. Students of these activities are PhD candidates and in some instanc-
 es post-doctorate researchers who have some connection to the participating 
 universities and  human rights institutes.


Finding the Field


My  ethnography has an unusual background as I, a young Finnish urban adult 
 fascinated by human rights, originally enrolled in SCANET as a  student. 


Such a background is clearly a charged one - for one thing, it will most likely 
 be read by those it has been written about (Brettel 1993) - and consequently it 
 feels appropriate to explain its origins. When starting my doctorate research, 
 my initial plan was not to treat SCANET as a fi eld site, but rather my orienta-
 tion was more ‘ student-like’: I looked forward to it as a context in which to 
 carry out my research, engage in discussions and learn more of human rights. 


Further, my research proposal indicated plans to do  fi eldwork in a US-based 
human rights NGO, a plan that stayed in my mind for a considerable period. 



(24)This desire was inspired by my experiences as an NGO intern in Hyderabad, 
 India, the rapidly growing capital of the province of Andhra Pradesh with 4-7 
 million inhabitants, in the fall of 2000. At the time I was close to fi nishing 
 my Master’s degree in anthropology and had already commenced studies in 
 international law, which had given me some, although limited background 
 in human rights. This background was complemented by a keen interest in 
 human rights issues and a plan originating from my youth to one day pursue a 
 career in some capacity in relation to human rights. I embarked on the intern-
 ship with a desire to both learn more and to ‘do good’. The NGO worked at 
 the grassroots level with various development projects in the slums: it ran 
 schools, offered vocational training to women, supervised two shelters for 
 street children, and rehabilitated disabled children; combined, these produced 
 impressive results with meagre resources. One of my tasks was to fi nd fund-
 ing from Northern NGOs, a task I attempted with no success whatsoever. 


Despite my poor results, this experience ended up - in addition to problema-
 tizing my approach to universal human rights claims - awaking the desire to 
 contrast and complement it by working on the other end of the fi eld of  human 
 rights NGOs by moving from the recipient side to that of donors. Such a plan 
 also appeared anthropologically exciting, as little  fi eldwork had been done in 
 similar settings at the time. 


This research plan was, however, altered already during my fi rst visit 
 to a SCANET activity in early 2002 where I presented my research proposal. 


The proposal was encompassed in the desire to fi nd fresh approaches to a 
 discussion that appeared stale and predictable - namely the ‘ universalism-
  relativism’ debate, a debate elaborated briefl y - and in this aim, it utilized an 
 approach of abstraction and logic: it demonstrated, through various exam-
 ples not directly related to human rights, how phenomena are never simply 
 good or ‘white’, but instead in reality always acquire ‘shades of grey’ (Levi 
 1986). This analysis was expanded with a discussion on how this ‘grey area’ 


tinted all action, transforming their outcomes from unambiguous benefi ts into 
ambiguous consequences - a consequence that also applied to human rights 
action. I elaborated this conclusion with excerpts both from my anthropologi-
cal background and the consequences this had on the way I viewed the work 
of the Indian NGO. One example became the role of religion. Although the 
organization was not supposed to be religiously aligned, most of its employ-
ees were Christian, prayers were held at the beginning of each working day, 
words of prayer hung on offi ce walls and when I arrived at the organization, 
I was given specifi c parts of the Bible as my personal guidance verses by the 
organization’s minister. Religion became an important factor in the organi-



(25)zation’s operations due to the reason that most of the target groups for its pro-
 grams were Muslim, as were most slum dwellers in Hyderabad. Slum programs 
 aimed to get more girls to attend  school and encouraged women to participate 
 in the workforce, both changes that removed them from the immediate family 
 context into the wider scope of the society. In the course of their work Christian 
 employees often expressed disapproval toward the lifestyle of Islamic slum 
 dwellers, which was strongly affected by religion. Consequently this induced a 
 situation where Christian NGO workers expressed disapproval toward Islamic 
 ways of life and encouraged changes that had cultural consequences. 


For me this problematized the consequences of these programs, making 
 it diffi cult to accept them with no reservations. An even more extreme case 
 was created by an incident where a social worker, working on the notion of 
 the ‘best interest of the child’, considered it necessary and justifi ed to remove 
 a child from his parents and place him in a home for street children where 
 he would get an  education as ‘all the parents wanted him to do was to go 
 out on the street and beg’. This instance made it graspable how abstract and 
 seemingly unambiguous categories became complex when applied to real-
 ity, an outcome that had serious ramifi cations also on such abstract entities 
 as human rights norms. In my research plan I proceeded to search for truly 


‘white’ actions with no ambiguous consequences, being able to come up with 
 only one: teaching parents to boil the water their children drink. This simple 
 remedy could account for enormous benefi ts, and I could not see it to hold 
 any costs that would change it from white to grey. However, as soon as the 
 enthusiasm of this discovery veined, I began to see its absurdity: there I was, 
 a foreign ‘expert’ with years of academic  education, thousands of kilometers 
 away from home, and the best I could come up with was to guide parents to 
 bring water to 100C! To make matters worse, I realized I was unable to do 
 even that as I shared no common language with the slum dwellers; few of 
 them spoke  English, and I had no competence in the most common local lan-
 guages of Hindi, Telugu or Urdu. Even if I had known their language, I was 
 in great doubt of my ability to convey the message in a form that would truly 
 convince its recipient. After all, what did I, a foreigner from another world, 
 know of their life? Would the message not be more effi cient coming from a 
 local volunteer?


From Irritation to Interest


When I presented my research proposal in SCANET, it was assigned a radi-
cally different ontological quality: instead of empirical data without other 



(26)intrinsic attributes, it was considered controversial - instead of facts or 
 description (Latour 2005, 146), it was perceived as arguments. As will be dis-
 cussed later, this fi nding was to become an important anthropological insight 
 into the nature of human rights knowledge, but at the moment it remained 
 merely perplexing. In the following period my participation in SCANET 
 activities was marked by intense irritation and even antagonism. I was deeply 
 frustrated with knowledge I considered, in light of my earlier anthropologi-
 cal training as well as my experiences in India, as insuffi cient and fl awed by 
 its ontological assumptions; as divorced from the complexities of empirical 
 reality. I made these sentiments evident through frequent comments dem-
 onstrating the inadequacy of empirical foundations behind the theory on 
 which human rights rested by introducing additional and alternative data. 


My consistent argument became that the epistemological assumptions of ‘the 
 other’, primarily non-Europeans and  indigenous peoples as well as in some 
 instances minorities, were as misguided as the assumptions made of ‘us’, the 
 representatives of the liberal north. In this moment the primary motivation 
 for my PhD was invested in the desire to ‘ translate’ existing anthropological 
 data for human rights actors. I was engaged in efforts to make my research 


‘relevant’ (Jean-Klein & Riles 2005). I later discovered I had not been alone 
 in these attempts, as a great range of anthropologists shared similar efforts: 


to provide special knowledge to complement the human rights actors’ out-
 dated notions of ‘cultural issues’, and in light of updated understandings in 
 the discipline, to act as ‘epistemological technicians’ who would provide a 


‘principled and theoretically informed empirical approach’ to human rights 
 (Cowan, Dembour & Wilson 2001; Jean-Klein & Riles 2005, 181). 


A further twist in these efforts is created by the fact that many anthro-
 pologists in the fi eld encounter human rights activists, bureaucrats, victims 
 and perpetrators ‘actually anticipating the anthropologist’s descriptive, ana-
 lytical, and critical practices’ (Jean-Klein & Riles 2005, 184), sometimes 
 inviting scholars in to ‘study’ them (Jean-Klein 2002). Although my sugges-
 tion of treating SCANET as a fi eld site was favourably received, it would be 
 overstated to view it as a context where the anthropologist was invited in. 


Rather, as will be described later, I discovered that anthropology as a disci-
 pline was treated with considerable reservation, the primary reason being its 
 dubious connection to ‘ relativism’. Consequently my attempts to act as an 
 epistemological educator were unsuccessful, as SCANET provided an envi-
 ronment where the anthropologist was welcomed, above all, as a  student. As 
 my association with SCANET continued I found my orientation changing. 


Instead of wishing to persuade, I was aiming to understand - I was becom-



(27)ing anthropologically interested in views that had earlier provoked irritation. 


This altered orientation also changed the manner in which I viewed the way 
 human rights were introduced in SCANET activities. Instead of wishing to 
 prove its foundations erroneous, I wished to comprehend the logic behind 
 it. Repeated questions in my mind became: what is the nature of the knowl-
 edge distributed in SCANET activities? Who produces it, and what are the 
 mechanisms through which the necessary cultural acceleration is created for 
 its dispersal (Urban 2001)? With these questions arrived the most signifi cant 
 insight of the current venture: instead of taking these questions to a novel, 
 superfi cially conjured fi eld site, the most organic site for their examination 
 became the context that had given rise to them in the fi rst place - SCANET.


Fieldwork in SCANET


Thus I began to study SCANET - to utilize again the concept of  Jean Lave 
and  Etienne Wenger - from the perspective of a  legitimate peripheral partici-
pant (Lave & Wenger 1991), a  student. SCANET membership was a pleasant 
experience. Its activities were organized in attractive venues ranging from 
charming university towns to mountainous resorts, and by the standards of the 
 Nordic academia, they were well funded. All participants, including students, 
enjoyed accommodated travel expenses and private hotel lodging in three or 
four star hotels: all meals were included, with numerous dinners organized in 
trendy restaurants. The general atmosphere in SCANET activities was lively 
and convivial, leading to new collegial relations, collaborational patterns and 
even friendships. The activities were marked by enthusiasm and diligence 
by SCANET experts, many of whom invested signifi cant personal time and 
energy extending into the weekends that went far beyond the mere call of duty 
with little or no fi nancial compensation. All events were diligently organ-
ized both before, during and after activities; this applied to practical matters 
as well as recreational programs including boat rides, mountain hikes and 
steam saunas. In formal SCANET activities great dedication was invested to 
ensure extensive participation of experts from different areas of human rights 
research, including both ‘mainstream’ as well as ‘critical’ scholars. For this 
study decisive of SCANET become the central ontological assumptions of 
many permanent experts about human rights: they are ‘human rights believ-
ers’ to whom human rights form absolute facts which receive their most 
authoritative articulations in UN human rights instruments. They view the 
autonomous liberal individual embedded at the core of the  human rights dis-
course to be a universal phenomenon, and contemplate that even if societies 



(28)exist today that do not take the autonomous individual as their primary orga-
 nizing principle, improvement of the human condition requires such commu-
 nities to change. In addition to being necessary, SCANET experts construe 
 such change as possible. Prominent SCANET experts believe in tolerance 
 and equality, and view traditional customs to induce severe adverse conse-
 quences to the well-being of mankind. They also construe hierarchical societ-
 ies to benefi t dominant individuals at the expense of less powerful members. 


SCANET experts believe that great atrocities have in history been committed 
 in the name of religions, particularly religious fundamentalism which insists 
 that its religious ideology represents the  truth. SCANET experts  advocate for 
 religious freedom where all individuals may choose their religious beliefs for 
 themselves, allowing different religions and conceptions of  truth to coexist 
 peacefully. Simultaneously they are responsive to suggestions, forwarded for 
 example by Boaventura de Sousa Santos, that human rights mark ‘the return 
 [...] of the religious’ (Sousa Santos 1997, 2); as was phrased by a prominent 
 SCANET expert: ‘I have no problem to accept that human rights form a 
  secular  religion’.


These conceptions differ from those guiding this study, which can 
 be summarized as follows: the conception of the autonomous individual 
 is, instead of as a universal phenomenon, treated as a distinct formulation 
 stemming from a particular cultural heritage (Dumont 1986). Global soci-
 etal change starting with this conception of the individual as well as that 
 of absolute equality of all individuals is both diffi cult to realize, as well as 
 suspect in nature, as it establishes a hierarchy between different modes of 
 societal organization in favour of liberal individualism. Whether this would 
 lead to the kind of improvement of the human condition as envisioned by 
 SCANET experts is questioned; certainly it would result in the kind of global 
 homogenization anthropology has customarily argued against. In this study 
 religions and customs are not perceived as decisive causes of human suffer-
 ing. Instead humans are construed as capable of fi nding fulfi lment and con-
 tention in circumstances that may be impossible for outsiders to comprehend. 


Great atrocities have undeniably been committed in the name of religions, 
but this outcome is not construed to vanish with retort to the  human rights 
discourse. Numerous instances have already emerged that can in the future be 
interpreted as atrocities committed in the name of human rights. The  human 
rights phenomenon also poses a danger of creating yet another ‘dictatorship 
of the virtuous’ which have, in the words of Henry Kissinger, in the past led 
to ‘inquisitions and even witch-hunts’ (Kissinger 2001). In the  human rights 
phenomenon this condition applies particularly to the continually increasing 



(29)societal infl uence of human rights experts, individuals regarded as ‘globally 
 virtuous’, as has been phrased by  David Kennedy (Kennedy 2004). Although 
 this development is not feared to result in inquisitions, it is construed, through 
 conceptions of noblesse oblige, the  civilizing mission and colonial duty, to 
 reproduce global relationships of dependency and victimization which are 
 seen as responsible for much human suffering both today and in the past.


The most important difference in the ontological assumptions between 
 this study and those of its informants relates to the conception of  truth: for 
 SCANET experts human rights create the  truth which is universal and abso-
 lute, whereas for this study the  human rights discourse is regarded as one 
 articulation of a possible universal  truth about the human condition, with 
 no efforts made to explore what this universal  truth could consist of. This 
 difference is illuminated by Graph 1. In these differences this study reso-
 nates with the approach of Faye Ginsburg among Pro-Life activists in an 
 American community: being ‘Pro Choice’ and a self-confessed feminist, to 
 Ginsburg the ideologies of the women she studied were ‘against their own 
 interests’ (Ginsburg 1998, 166); thus her project was primarily about study-
 ing a group whose views she did not share. Simultaneously this study holds 
 a more intimate relation to its informants, refl ecting  Annelise Riles’s descrip-
 tion of her  fi eldwork of  NAIL-types, a term she utilizes to describe scholars 
 following the  school of international legal theory termed ‘New Approaches 
 to International Law’ (Riles 2006a). Yet, as Riles describes, ‘ NAIL-types’ are 
 characteristically uncomfortable with the label, as ‘[a]nother feature of these 
 sceptical lawyers’ subjectivity is a [...] carefully performed self-conscious 
 marginality at arm’s length distance from every given political position and 
 associated group, including even  NAIL itself’ (Riles 2006a, 55). This condi-
 tion was intensifi ed by the ‘celebration’ of  NAIL being over the moment it 
 was offi cially launched (Skouteris 1997; Riles 2006a, 55). 


 These fi ndings notwithstanding, the term is utilized both in Riles’s 
 ethnography as well as later in this study to refer to individuals assessed 
to represent this group. Riles describes her  fi eldwork among  NAIL scholars 
as attempting to ‘circle back, to engage my intellectual and ethical origins 
from the point of view of problems that now begin for me elsewhere’. She 
describes how the ‘ethnographic subject in this condition becomes something 
far more intimate than an analog [...] of ourselves - it is a version of our-
selves, a version, to make matters even more complicated, that we may have 
thought we had left behind’ (Riles 2006a). This characterization also applies 
to the present study but with a differing temporality: instead of examining 
an earlier version of myself, in SCANET experts I was examining a version 



(30)Graph 1:  Human Rights Ontology


of what I might have become. With this I make reference to the keen interest 
in questions of ontology and universal human nature which motivated my 
undergraduate studies of anthropology. Paired up with an intense desire to do 
something good in the world, this combination could well have manifested 
itself in attempts to become a human rights expert. Instead, my anthropologi-



(31)cal training and my experiences in India altered my ontological assumptions 
 about a universal  truth, leading me on a different path characterized primarily 
 by an analytical interest in the  human rights phenomenon. Yet the  activist 
 is not totally absent and also the present venture upholds echoes of  activist 
 desires to ‘do good’ as is elaborated in its Conclusion.


Human Rights and Anthropology as Cultural Critique


One decisive refl ection of a shift in my path was collaboration with  NAIL 
 scholars which commenced already prior to my association with SCANET. 


Although the ontologies of prominent  NAIL scholars are not identical with 
 this study either, as is illustrated by Graph 1, the sophistication with which 
 they analyse international law, discussed also by  Annelise Riles (Riles 
 2006a), became an important source of inspiration as well as theoretical 
 articulation for hypotheses I was attempting to depict through empirical 
 data.  NAIL scholarship provided insight on how to approach the concept 
 of rights ethnographically: instead of as entities defi ned by their univer-
 sal  essence, to treat them as open-ended, indeterminate legal fi ctions that 
 are transformed into material facts through the social processes in which 
 they are defi ned and applied. As this process is always political in nature, 
 the  human rights phenomenon is transformed into a part of the political 
 struggles it attempts to redress (Koskenniemi 1989; Kennedy 1997; 2002; 


Tushnet 1984; Boyle 1985; Onuf 1985; Alston 1988).4  NAIL scholars have 
 demonstrated how the universal liberal project of human rights law is trans-
 formed into a medium for reproducing colonial discourses, cultural essen-
 tialism, and victim rhetoric (Anghie 2005; Kapur 2005; Mutua 2002). They 
 have criticized how protection of human rights problematizes international 
 interventions and peace-keeping missions, overshadowing other mandates 
 such as community-building (Klabbers 2003), as well as demonstrated how 
 such concepts as ‘ universalism’ end up as vehicles forwarding particular 
 interests (Leino-Sandberg 2005).


An approach focusing on the social processes accompanying the making of 
 rights claims resonates with the approach of science studies investigating, instead 
 of the outcomes of scientifi c processes, the processes through which scientifi c 


4 These insights are founded on an extensive tradition of critique commenced by the famous 
 statement of Bentham from his inquiry of the Declaration of Rights during the French Revolution 
 (Waldron 1987, 46-76); another renown account is that of Karl Marx in the ‘Jewish question’ 


(Waldron 1987, 137-150).



(32)facts are discovered  (Latour 2005, 88-93).5 Such an approach also concurs with 
 Mark Goodale’s suggestion that novel anthropological engagement with the 
  human rights phenomenon could stem, not from focus on the ‘correctness’ or 
 truthfulness of universalistic human rights claims, but from the examination of 
 the ‘how’ of human rights practices (Goodale 2006b). Such ethnographies are 
 continually increasing, but continually form a minority in the anthropological 
 scholarship on human rights. Although the relationship of human rights and 
 anthropology has been recounted by numerous scholars, it is useful to overview 
 its long and confl ictual past, going back to the famous or infamous 1947 state-
 ment by the American Anthropological Association on the problems associated 
 with the planned  Universal Declaration (AAA, 1947; Steward 1948; Washburn 
 1987; Toivanen 2006; Goodale 2006a. This ‘engagement’ by the (primarily 
 American) anthropological community was followed by decades of ‘disengage-
 ment’ with human rights issues which began to  translate into ‘reengagement’ only 
 during the 1990s (Goodale 2006a). In this development the pieces by Terence 
 Turner (1993; 1997; Nagengast & Turner 1997) and Ellen Messer (1993; 1998) 
 are commonly viewed as seminal, as well as the edited work by Richard Wilson 
 from 1997 (Wilson 1997). In the new millennium these have been followed for 
 example by the volumes edited by Jane Cowan, Marie-Bénédicte Dembour and 
 Richard Wilson (2001); Bartholomew Dean and Jerome Levi (2003); Charles 
 Zerner (2003), and Mark Goodale and  Sally Engle Merry (2007). Since the 1990s 
 human rights have become a focal topic of anthropological research with con-
 tinually proliferating contributions; the changed attitude of the discipline was in 
 2001 characterized by the  NAIL scholar Karen Engle as a transformation from 


‘scepticism to embrace’ (Engle 2001).6


The most enduring problematic between human rights and anthropol-
 ogy has been the ‘ universalism- relativism’ debate (Renteln 1990) - a debate 


5 Latour emphasizes how the false conception that the attempt of science studies is to ‘relativize’ 


scientifi c discoveries has led to enormous misunderstandings. He stresses that the goal of science 
 studies has never been to present all truths as equally valid - an approach that Marianne Valverde 
 has described as rendering it as more conservative than the Foucaultian post-modernism, in 
 which the term ‘science’ can be utilized in the plural form to emphasize the particularity of 
 Western science (Latour 2005, 88-98; Valverde 2003, 5-9). Simultaneously some scholars have 
 demonstrated how some scientifi c facts have been artifi cially constructed, ‘made up’ instead of 
 being scientifi cally ‘discovered’ (Geison 1995). 


6 As an example, see the changed attitude of the American Anthropological Association. In 1995 
the Association founded a  Human Rights Committee aiming to ‘stimulate informed involvement 
in the human rights among professional anthropologists through publications, panels and net-
work building’, as well as to ‘gather information on selected, anthropologically relevant, cases 
of human rights abuse and to propose action in the name of the AAA.’ In 1999 the Association 
also issued a new statement on Human Rights (AAA 1999).



(33)which many human rights scholars construe to signify that anthropologists 
 are ‘against’ human rights, and which consequently has effectively mar-
 ginalised anthropological insights in the fi eld. Perhaps as a reaction to this 
 outcome, in their new ‘embrace’ of human rights many anthropologists 
 have abandoned relativist caution, and in their efforts to defend the preser-
 vation of ‘their’ native peoples began utilizing the  human rights discourse 
 as if entailing a predefi ned and essential signifi cance: an approach that can 
 be described as ‘rights to culture’ (Samson 2001; Fried 2003; McIntosh 
 2003). This approach has also been criticized due to the manner it essen-
 tializes culture and renders it as ‘discrete, clearly bounded and internally 
 homogenous, with relatively fi xed meanings and  values’ (Cohen, Dembour 


& Wilson 2001, 3; Sieder & Witchell 2001; Dean & Levi 2003; Hyllend 
 Eriksen 2001). Another approach focussing on the relationship of rights 
 and culture, less prevalent in anthropological scholarship but common 
 in ‘mainstream’ writings on human rights, is one that treats culture as a 
 domain depriving individuals of their rights. Also this approach is seen as 
 problematic due to the manner in which it politicises the notion of tradition 
 (Stephen 2003) as well as ignores the presence of other infl uential factors 
 such as poverty (Montgomery 2001). 


To continue with the rhetoric of rights and culture - even though for 
 example Jane Cowan construes scholarship to be past it (Cowan 2006) 
 - the third prospective approach, refl ecting the orientation of this study 
 as well as that called for by Mark Goodale, focusses on the manner in 
 which human rights practices and the expert communities of transnational 
 activism create ‘cultures’ of their own through their  knowledge practices, 
 ontologies and membership criteria. This approach has become the source 
 of exciting scholarship, including the works by Michael Herzfeld (1992); 


 Yves Dezalay and  Bryant Garth (1996); Kim Fortun (2001);  Annelise Riles 
 (2001, 2006), AnnJannette Rosga (2005); Peter Redfi eld (2005); Sally  
 Engle Merry (2006a); as well as Aihwa Ong and Stephen Collier (2005). 


Yet by vast majority anthropologists continue to explore human rights 
 practices in ‘local’ contexts in isolated and far-removed locations, leading 
 Richard Wilson to wish that more anthropologists would venture out ‘into 
 the sites of production of international human rights laws and norms’ and 
 examine the  knowledge practices of such contexts (2007, 366).


This study addresses Wilson’s wish by focusing on a site where human 
 rights knowledge is both produced as well as disseminated by infl uential 
 Northern human rights experts to a future  generation of prospective experts. 


In addition to anthropological scholarship on human rights, this study hopes 
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