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Abstract

This chapter looks at the impact of the Internet on the worldwide human rights movement,
and examines the opportunities and pitfalls of the technology and its applications for hu-
man rights organisations. It argues that the technology is a useful tool in nongovernmental
efforts toward worldwide compliance with human rights norms despite the new challenges
it presents for human rights defenders and activists, particularly in the South. Concep-
tualising the movement as a collection of issue-based social submovements, it draws on
social movement literature and examples from Africa to describe how the technology and
its applications benefit the movement in six key areas of activity. The promises, pitfalls,
and difficulties of Internet usage are discussed, with particular emphasis on censorship,
surveillance and privacy, and the challenges they pose for human rights activists operating
in a digital environment.

Copyright © 2007, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of
Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.



Human Rights Movements and the Internet 183

Introduction

The worldwide human rights regime has been growing in legal, political, and moral strength
ever since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. But it was
only after the end of the Cold War that human rights law and discourse became prominent
in local, national, and international agendas, and a growing array of professionalised, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) began to appear (Rosenblum, 2000). Human rights
defenders and local activist groups can now look to these for moral and material support, and
they in turn can mobilise advocates around the world to act on behalf of victims of abuse and
oppression. Through the collective efforts of these individuals and organisations, states and
otheractors have been forced toward greater accountability, institutional structures have been
set up, and a vocabulary of liberation has been provided for people all over the globe.

Human rights activists everywhere share a commitment to compliance with human rights
norms that transcend nationality and particular cultural values (Shelton, 2002). Granted,
the origins of human rights discourse in a Western, liberal tradition is often seen as either
undermining its universal value (Kennedy, 2002) or contributing to its ongoing manipula-
tion (Abdul-Raheem, 2005). But antiuniversalism is refuted by arguments against geno-
cide, slavery, racial discrimination, and other grave forms of abuse (Li, 1996), and by the
widespread support that the major international human rights documents enjoy among the
states of the world today (Perry, 1997). Certainly, particularities of context are important,
and it is only when asserted within each country’s tradition and history that human rights
can become a reality (Tharoor, 1999). Thus, instead of allowing Western actors to set the
agenda, local human rights movements in Africa and elsewhere need to “build sustainable
legitimacy through local presence and work™ (Abdul-Raheem, 2005).

Today, the international human rights regime encompasses institutional actors such as the
United Nations (UN); national legal systems and human rights bodies; national and inter-
national criminal tribunals; quasi-governmental truth commissions; international, regional,
national, and local (grassroots) NGOs; and academics, lawyers, educators, and activists all
over the world (Ball, Girouard, & Chapman, 1997). It is becoming increasingly diverse
not only because of the worldwide heterogeneity of cultures, subcultures, and contexts in
which it operates, but also because the initial preference given to civil and political rights
in the “western doctrine of human rights” (Cassese, 1986, p. 297) has waned. Equal atten-
tion is now given to economic, social, and cultural rights, and efforts are being made to
place these on national and international agendas. There are also new global challenges to
contend with: the integration of markets, the shrinking of states, increased transnational
flows of information and people, the spread of cultures of intolerance, the decision-making
processes of global institutions like the World Bank and multinational corporations (Brysk,
2002), and international terrorism. In response to these, the human rights movement—the
worldwide community of advocates and activists working for the promotion and protection
of human rights—has extended, evolved, and diversified. The lines between it and other civil
society movements have become blurred, and human rights discourse now permeates, and
often underpins, peace, conflict resolution, development, environmental protection, gender,
health, and many other areas of civic concern.

The human rights movement has been described as “one of the most potent of contempo-
rary social movements” (Cohen & Rai, 2000, p. 7) based on its implied universal logic.
As with other international movements to which similar logic can be applied (such as the

Copyright © 2007, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission
of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.



26 more pages are available in the full version of this document,
which may be purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the

publisher's webpage: www.igi-global.com/chapter/human-rights-

movements-internet/22624

Related Content

Anthropomorphic Feedback in User Interfaces: The Effect of Personality Traits,
Context and Grice's Maxims on Effectiveness and Preferences

Pietro Muranoand Patrik O'Brian Holt (2007). International Journal of Technology and
Human Interaction (pp. 52-63).

www.irma-international.org/article/anthropomorphic-feedback-user-interfaces/2912

Use of the Benefits Management Methodology in an Insurance Company: Case
Study

Vera Silvaand Jesualdo Cerqueira Fernandes (2020). International Journal of
Technology and Human Interaction (pp. 1-13).

www.irma-international.org/article/use-of-the-benefits-management-methodology-in-an-insurance-

company/261212

New Perspectives on Adoption of RFID Technology for Agrifood Traceability
Filippo Gandino, Erwing Ricardo Sanchez, Bartolomeo Montrucchioand Maurizio
Rebaudengo (2011). Emerging Pervasive and Ubiquitous Aspects of Information
Systems: Cross-Disciplinary Advancements (pp. 112-131).
www.irma-international.org/chapter/new-perspectives-adoption-rfid-technology/52434

Excellence in Practice through a Socio-Technical, Open Systems Approach to
Process Analysis and Design

Peter M. Bednar, Christine Welchand Christopher Milner (2016). International Journal of
Systems and Society (pp. 110-118).
www.irma-international.org/article/excellence-in-practice-through-a-socio-technical-open-systems-

approach-to-process-analysis-and-design/146531

Gender Wage Differentials in Information Systems: 1991 — 2008 A Quantitative
Analysis

George Nezlekand Gerald DeHondt (2013). Integrations of Technology Utilization and
Social Dynamics in Organizations (pp. 31-47).
www.irma-international.org/chapter/gender-wage-differentials-information-systems/68134



http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/human-rights-movements-internet/22624
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/human-rights-movements-internet/22624
http://www.irma-international.org/article/anthropomorphic-feedback-user-interfaces/2912
http://www.irma-international.org/article/use-of-the-benefits-management-methodology-in-an-insurance-company/261212
http://www.irma-international.org/article/use-of-the-benefits-management-methodology-in-an-insurance-company/261212
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/new-perspectives-adoption-rfid-technology/52434
http://www.irma-international.org/article/excellence-in-practice-through-a-socio-technical-open-systems-approach-to-process-analysis-and-design/146531
http://www.irma-international.org/article/excellence-in-practice-through-a-socio-technical-open-systems-approach-to-process-analysis-and-design/146531
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/gender-wage-differentials-information-systems/68134

