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The United Kingdom’s international aid and development community owes its
origins to the humanitarian impulse. Many of the principal non-governmental organi-
zations were the product of relief initiatives undertaken during or at the end of war.
Save the Children was founded in  by the sisters Dorothy Buxton and Eglantyne
Jebb. Oxfam began life as the Oxford Committee on Famine Relief in  as one of
a number of networked Famine Relief Committees set up to deal with wartime
refugees. Christian Aid was established in its original form in  as Christian Recon-
struction in Europe. And amid an internationalist spirit that inspired many individuals
from across the political spectrum, War on Want was created in , emerging out of
the socialist publisher Victor Gollancz’s Association for World Peace, created the year
previously.

It was precisely such an internationalist spirit that provoked much of the flurry
around human rights initiatives in the lead-up to the signing of the United Nations
Charter in  and the publication of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in
. Although recent work has demonstrated the imperial legacies and sovereign state
interests that shaped this human rights framework, the emphasis on rights was clearly
an important spur to many progressive and internationalist-minded men and women
who joined and ran what would increasingly be referred to as NGOs.1 Yet as with
many other civil society organizations, the language of rights was curiously absent
from the everyday publications and policies of Oxfam, Christian Aid and War on
Want. The inspiration to relieve human suffering owed more to Christian fellow-
feeling than it did to the secular recognition of people’s universal and inalienable
rights.

By the end of the twentieth century, however, faith-based and secular humanitari-
anism had given way to a model of development based on human rights. Oxfam led
the way. In its strategic plan for –, it positioned its ‘‘rights-based approach’’ as
the underlying mechanism with which to achieve economic and social justice the
world over. The rights it listed deliberately covered civil and political rights as well as
economic and social rights.2 Others produced similar statements. Indeed, it is difficult
to escape the focus on human rights that now dominates the core missions of NGOs.
War on Want declares, ‘‘We campaign for human rights against the root causes of
global poverty, inequality and injustice.’’3 Christian Aid takes ‘‘the side of poor and
marginalised people as they struggle to realise their civil, political, economic, social
and cultural rights.’’4 Action Aid UK supports ‘‘the poorest and most vulnerable
people to fight for and gain their rights to food, shelter, work, basic healthcare.’’5 The
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World Development Movement recognizes that tackling poverty can only be done
alongside an approach that shows ‘‘respect for human rights.’’6 And central to the
work of One World Action is ‘‘the belief that defeating poverty goes hand in hand
with promoting human rights and good democratic government.’’7

Many more examples might be cited, and not only from the United Kingdom. As
historians we ought not to be surprised at this trend toward a full integration of
human rights frameworks from a position, several decades previously, where they were
not mentioned at all. Indeed, as Samuel Moyn has most persuasively argued, rights
failed to capture the global imagination until the s, not least because of the
disputes between Cold War factions over the meaning and emphasis to be given to
civil and political rights and economic and social rights. Only in that decade did rights
then begin to mobilize social movements around the world, epitomized most clearly
in the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to Amnesty International in . From then
on, rights talk has increasingly become the only game in town as other forms of
universal political systems have fallen to the wayside. Indeed, Moyn has termed
human rights the ‘‘last utopia,’’ principles which originated as an alternative to
ideology but which have, nevertheless, come ‘‘to take on the grand political mission
of providing a global framework for the achievement of freedom, identity, and pros-
perity.’’8

Within this narrative the adoption of a human rights approach by development
NGOs might simply be a footnote in a much broader history of the belated ascen-
dancy of rights talk. Yet a case study on the UK is illuminating because it allows us to
see how human rights came to pervade the mission statements of these increasingly
prominent sociopolitical actors. A crucial question concerns whether NGOs them-
selves were the drivers of human rights or whether they were recipients—passive or
otherwise—of rights discourses promoted in other arenas.

What follows is as much a transnational as a national history, a distinction blurred
all the more because of the worldwide prominence of British-based NGOs in this
sphere. The issues affecting Oxfam, Christian Aid, and War on Want—the three
organizations, among others, examined in greater depth below—were comparable to
those that have faced a similar history elsewhere. The International Committee of the
Red Cross is perhaps the example with the longest history, but other Northern-based
big international NGOs such as the U.S.-based Care International, NOVIB (the
Dutch organization for international aid), Norwegian Church Aid or the Danish
ChurchAid, have come to espouse a similar rights-based agenda.9

The argument put forward here is that human rights frameworks have opened up
as well as restricted the field of operations of NGOs. NGOs like to believe that their
adoption of a rights-based approach is the culmination of an intellectual journey that
began with their exploration of alternative development. The first half of this essay
accordingly recounts the history of NGOs almost on their own terms. It tells how
they themselves have perceived the changes in their development thinking and how
they came to adopt a rights-based perspective as a logical consequence of the changing
political environment and their own intellectual explorations. International aid NGOs
began as humanitarian agencies, transformed into advocates of alternative paths to
development, and then, as they would like to see it, became proponents of a rights-
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based approach in order to provide an intellectual coherence to their range of activities
and approaches.

However, the adoption of rights-based approaches has been much more inter-
twined with the processes of global governance. Indeed, the second half of this essay
provides a much more problematic history of the turn to rights. It will be shown that
the advances and changes in development thinking often occurred elsewhere—at the
UN, in universities, in the Bretton Woods institutions—and NGOs became the
conduits through which these ideas were disseminated. As such, the articulation of
rights-based approaches by NGOs had as much to do with actors other than NGOs
themselves. The explanation for this lies in the relationship NGOs have come to adopt
with the official institutions of national and global governance. Here, rights talk has
served a variety of interests and has become intertwined with new vocabularies of
development in which the freedom of NGOs to act can be restrained as well as trans-
formed. NGOs have become intertwined with the broader processes of political and
economic globalization, including those aspects of which they have been open critics.
Consequently, while NGOs can still successfully pursue such goals from a rights-based
perspective, it is also clear that rights do not provide the underlying ideological or
intellectual unity to which many aspire. Rights enable development activists to artic-
ulate a language for change, but it is a change all too often dictated by far more
powerful institutions and intergovernmental organizations. These bodies have very
different agendas from NGOs in their planned goals of development, marked most
clearly in their prioritization of economic rights over the social rights espoused by
NGOs.

Toward NGOs Based on Rights

The big international aid and development NGOs do not pretend that rights have
always been integral to their work. They do, however, like to construct narratives in
which their origins in relief work grow seamlessly into promotion of alternative paths
to development, followed by an increasing political advocacy role and the consequent
adoption of rights-based approaches. For all that NGOs did not speak the language
of rights before the s, rights are nevertheless now presented as the logical and
progressive outcome of decades of development initiative. It is worth detailing the key
aspects of this path to rights.

In Britain, religion played a significant role in the creation of international aid and
development NGOs. Missionary movements stretch back to the eighteenth century,
while Quaker, Anglican, and Jewish relief efforts followed in the wake of the British
Red Cross in the late nineteenth century.10 The Second World War was particularly
crucial. Although it is an avowedly secular organization now, the two principal orga-
nizers of the first meeting of Oxfam in October  were the Anglican cleric Canon
Richard Milford and the Quaker-inspired philanthropist Cecil Jackson-Cole, who
believed Christianity and entrepreneurialism could be combined. While Gilbert
Murray placed a more secular, liberal-humanist stamp upon Oxfam’s early work in
Greece, the organization itself received much support from Quakers, and it relied on
the institutional support structures provided by the churches.11

Christian Aid has its origins in the World Council of Churches (WCC). In ,
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one of the WCC’s many bodies, the Department of Reconstruction, merged with the
European Central Bureau for Inter-Church Aid (established in ) to become the
Department of Reconstruction and Inter-Church Aid (alternatively termed Christian
Reconstruction in Europe). This became a department of the British Council of
Churches, changing its name to the Inter-Church Aid and Refugee Service in ,
and later Christian Aid in , as it identified itself with the increasingly prominent
‘‘Christian Aid week’’ begun in .12 It would soon be joined by CAFOD (the
Catholic Agency for Overseas Development) in , with which it has often collabo-
rated, and by the even more overtly missionary body Tearfund, which began as the
Evangelical Alliance Relief Fund in .13

Religion rather than rights was thus more prominent in the establishment of
British development organizations. Even the labor movement’s body, War on Want,
relied on Christian support and assistance. One of its founders was the Anglican
clergyman Canon John Collins, who would later help found the Campaign for
Nuclear Disarmament, and its grassroots network of local support groups relied on
Quakers and the other churches. While it obtained the support of the later prime
minister Harold Wilson, it also counted on the Iona Community, Christian Action,
and spiritually based older peace movements such as the Fellowship of Reconcili-
ation.14 Such networks suggest for the rise of NGOs a characteristic similar to the
Labour Party general secretary Morgan Phillips’s much quoted adage about the history
of British socialism: that it owed more to Methodism than it did to Marx.15

Rights, then, simply did not appear in the rhetoric of these organizations in their
formative years. When they sought an intellectual underpinning for their work, they
were just as likely to turn to religious principles as they were to secular human rights.
The irony here is that, according to Samuel Moyn, the World Council of Churches
was one of the few organizations to engage seriously with rights at this time. To the
extent that more conservative elements within the WCC did promote rights as an
early Cold War tactic against the Soviets, such thinking did not later percolate down
to Christian Aid. Indeed, NGO work at this time was focused on small-scale devel-
opment projects organized with partners abroad, else they continued to respond to
emergencies and disasters. In , for instance, the British Red Cross, Christian Aid,
Oxfam, the Save the Children Fund, and War on Want came together to form the
Disasters Emergency Committee, which has coordinated fundraising during emer-
gencies to the present day.

This is not to say that the NGOs were not engaging with debates about the deeper
structural issues lying behind both poverty and the socioeconomic relations which
often gave rise to emergency situations. In , Oxfam, Christian Aid, and the
Overseas Development Institute, as well as the NGOs connected to the Voluntary
Committee on Overseas Aid and Development (an umbrella organization established
in  to assist interaction with the new Ministry of Overseas Development),
published the Haslemere Declaration. This committed British NGOs to a more
political role, as it called upon the government to increase both the quantity and
quality of aid. In addition, it called for adjustments to the entire system of interna-
tional trade, which—as NGOs would continue to claim for the next half-
century—favored those nations that were already rich. The signatories to the decla-
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ration were eager to show how far they had come from the relief organizations set up
during World War II. Charity, they claimed, was not enough: ‘‘Too often it is the
equivalent of tossing sixpence in a beggar’s cap: money given by those who have no
intention of changing the system that produces beggars, and no understanding that
they are part of it.’’16

Yet as the Haslemere Group began to take on board the issues that would become
the hallmarks of future campaigns against unfair terms of trade, protectionism, the
debt regime, and the ability of sovereign states to determine their own paths to devel-
opment, they did so according to a notion of citizenship still bounded by the nation-
state rather than the universalist rights of humanity. They called for a ‘‘coherent and
united movement,’’ but it was to be based on the ability ‘‘to respond realistically to
the desperate human need of the poor world.’’17 That is, the North and the South
were not to be acting in concert, but the former was to respond to the needs of the
latter. The crucial distinction was epitomized in the one reference to human rights
made in the Haslemere Declaration. Concerned with the health of British society too,
the pamphlet declared that ‘‘a system that can no longer respond to the individual
abroad will deny human rights to those at home.’’18 In this perhaps ill-intended
sentence, the implications are nevertheless clear: while the disadvantaged in the North
have rights, the disadvantaged in the South have needs.

The academic and intellectual contexts within which the NGOs were engaged
were those that had become increasingly critical of the technocratic nature of official
aid programs. They drew on the works of the newly emerging academic discipline of
development studies, such as at the University of Sussex’s Institute of Development
Studies, as well as of established development economists such as Barbara Ward and
Gunnar Myrdal.19 The latter’s Economic Theory and Under-Developed Regions, first
published in , gave a strong impetus to NGOs’ belief in the power of southern
states to set and execute their own autonomous development projects.20 Support for
national sovereignty, though, was mixed with an admiration for small-scale devel-
opment. E. F. Schumacher was a major influence, as was Ivan Illich’s skepticism about
professional experts.21

Particularly influential was the idea of consciousness-raising or ‘‘conscientisation’’
associated with the Marxist-influenced Brazilian writer Paulo Freire. In Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, first published in  and translated into English in , he argued that
the oppressed will only achieve their freedom when they play a role in bringing it
about themselves.22 Such an analysis was readily absorbed within a wider framework
of liberation theology associated with the  Conference of Latin American Bishops
in Medellin, Colombia, which taught the poor dignity and respect and their own
potential for change. Freire’s impact ‘‘on the more radical minds in Oxfam was
profound.’’23 Oxfam supported the development of liberation theology, particularly
through the later funding of the Jesuit Center of Study and Social Action in Salvador.
In May , Oxfam’s staff reading group pursued its own ‘‘consciousness-raising
exercise’’ led by Reggie Norton, the Latin American field secretary, who had absorbed
much radical thought and theology.24

How such ideas translated into development action was through the support for
small-scale projects. Particularly attractive to the British NGOs were those reforms
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supported by nation-states which involved piecemeal change at the micro-level, and
which were tied to localized paths to development set out by the sovereign state. In
the s, War on Want and Oxfam supported the Gramdam land reform movement
initiated by the Gandhian J. P. Narayan. This had resulted in the pooling and redistri-
bution of land in , Indian villages. Likewise, British NGOs supported Julius
Nyerere’s experiments with Ujamaa. It was a link facilitated by Trevor Huddleston,
formerly bishop of Masasi in Tanganyika in , but then president of the UK Anti-
Apartheid Movement and later chair of War on Want.25 As more substantial organiza-
tions, Oxfam and Christian Aid were able to lend even greater support to Nyerere’s
initiative. Indeed, so committed were the organizations that they remained ‘‘seduced
by the rhetoric of Ujamaa’’ even when, as the s progressed, the socioeconomic
transformation became increasingly authoritarian, involving the ‘‘brutal dislocation of
rural lives.’’26

By the s, NGOs were increasingly beginning to trumpet their ‘‘comparative
advantage’’ obtained through small-scale, grassroots, nontechnocratic development
initiatives. They would also come to be praised by the official agencies, so much so
that the s became something of a golden age for NGOs.27 In , following
several years of cooperation with NGOs, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development was able to explain, ‘‘To us on the official side the NGO sector
represents an educator of our publics, an aspect of our support, the origin of some of
our policy, a welcome financial contribution, the source of insights on methodology
and a vehicle for administering a portion of our official assistance.’’28 According to
Bertrand Schneider in his influential The Barefoot Revolution: A Report to the Club of
Rome (), NGOs had become the ‘‘moving force behind what are often termed
‘microprojects,’ small-scale, community- or village-based development projects under
way in a hundred different countries.’’29 NGOs had become a ‘‘significant force for
development’’ from which the official agencies should learn, especially from how
NGOs had become ‘‘better adapted to the needs of the concerned populations.’’30

It was this alternative approach to development espoused by NGOs that
supposedly fed through into a broader rights-based agenda. For all their strengths, the
weaknesses of the small-scale project and a local grassroots approach were also clear.
They could lead to isolation and a failure to learn from mistakes and successes. The
projects were so diverse that it was difficult to establish common ground rules
necessary for ‘‘scaling up’’ such that the advantages of the alternative approach to
development could be made available to a larger population. Moreover, if the work
on the ground did not have an impact on the structural organisation of politics and
the economy, then the long-term benefits of a successful project could be lost. Here
NGOs had increasingly come to recognize the importance of political lobbying and
advocacy as a central component of their work.

Such a change in the direction of the NGO—away from providing short- and
long-term relief and assistance to one of political intervention—proved controversial.
Most NGOs underwent a period of intense self-reflection, resulting in the loss of key
staff in some instances. The examples are legion and are not just confined to the
development sector. Countless NGOs in the late s and s recognized the
importance of political lobbying and took the awkward and controversial steps to
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change the focus of their work.31 For instance, in  Oxfam director Rev. Nicholas
Stacey, inspired by the work of Des Wilson at Shelter, sought to increase Oxfam’s
political role once more. Unable to convince the Council of Management to follow
his lead, he felt compelled to resign, later explaining in a letter to the Times that he
had done so ‘‘because I think [Oxfam] has missed an opportunity of attempting to
influence events which will dominate our history in the remaining years of this
century, and I do not fancy myself primarily as a fund raiser.’’32

However, the principle of political intervention was recognized relatively early.
One year after the Haslemere Declaration, several UK charities, led by Christian Aid
and Oxfam, decided to build on the momentum begun by numerous local World
Development and Poverty Action Groups to create Action for World Development,
an independent body that would be free of UK charity legislation. It soon became the
World Development Movement, an outlet for the many local ginger groups that
Oxfam and Christian Aid had helped create, and which would be influenced by
writers such as Marx, Frantz Fanon, and the radical French agriculturalist René
Dumont. To complement local activism and central lobbying, Christian Aid and
Oxfam further went on to launch the New Internationalist in .33 More controver-
sially, War on Want embarked on a series of high-profile exposés of systematic
inequities in the global trading system, from the inappropriate sale of breast milk
substitutes in the developing world to the appalling conditions on many tea planta-
tions.34 Such activities drew increasing attention from the authorities, and War on
Want, as well as a number of other NGOs, regularly came under the scrutiny of the
Charity Commissioners.35

However, increased political advocacy could not achieve much if it was not
consistent and coherent. This is where a human rights framework began to appear
attractive. It seemed to offer a means by which the grassroots work of the NGOs
could be translated into a global agenda. Of course, there was not a complete vacuum
of rights talk within NGOs. If they were not integral to their project work, NGOs
had recognized that civil and political rights often formed certain absolute values
which they could not simply ignore. Christian Aid, for instance, had supported the
Rev. Park Hyung-kyu, a human rights activist in South Korea, for a number of years
in the s.36 War on Want devoted much of its campaigning work in the late s
and early s to the abuses taking place in Nicaragua and constantly reached out an
arm of solidarity to struggles for workers’ rights around the world.37 Unsurprisingly,
the rights of children had been a concern for many NGOs (especially Save the
Children) long before the UN passed a Convention on the Rights of the Child in
.38 An interest in social and economic rights was initially closely tied to a concern
for women’s rights. Oxfam established a dedicated Gender and Development Unit in
, the same year as the World Conference on the Advancement of Women.39 And
War on Want worked closely with ordinary women across Latin America throughout
the s following an overtly feminist agenda, and it established a spin-off, Women
Working Worldwide, in .40

The problem was to find the intellectual underpinning to connect all these issues.
For Oxfam, as it likes to imply, this was provided by the writings of the economist
and philosopher Amartya Sen. Sen’s model of development is based on enhancing
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people’s freedoms—political, social, and economic—such that their capabilities for
pursuing their own advancement will be released and expanded.41 For NGOs, Sen’s
thinking created the link between grassroots participation of the poor in their own
development (which the NGOs had long advocated) and a rights-based approach. It
was a connection facilitated, so it has been claimed, by Sen’s own position as honorary
president of Oxfam from  to . According to one analysis of rights-based
approaches, Sen ‘‘prodded the organisation to rethink its strategy for facilitating devel-
opment.’’42 However, his work while at Oxford University in the s had
demonstrated to NGOs the connections between democracy and the absence of
famine. Most significantly, it has been argued that in order for his capabilities
approach to be ‘‘meaningful, such principles must be grounded in a conception of
rights that strengthens the capacity of citizens to make legitimate claims of govern-
ment.’’43

Once the Cold War ended in , the growing ascendancy of liberalism created
an environment conducive to rights talk. At the same time, NGOs stepped up their
presence. Oxfam began to better coordinate its national offices, such that it was able
to successfully lobby various intergovernmental agencies. The World Bank was said to
have regarded Oxfam as a ‘‘grown-up NGO’’ and ‘‘the unofficial leader of the non-
governmental aid groups.’’44 British NGOs participated forcefully in new global
campaigning networks, from the International Baby Food Action Network in  to
the Debt Crisis Network in , through to Jubilee  in .45

Significantly, NGO agendas for the s were couched in terms of human rights.
In , War on Want launched its three-year campaign ‘‘A human right to devel-
opment,’’ which built on the work on women and development to link economic and
social rights with civil and political rights.46 In the same year, Oxfam declared itself a
‘‘partnership of people’’ working together for ‘‘basic human rights.’’47 Oxfam could
still claim that it was ‘‘not a dedicated human rights organisation’’ in the same way
as, for instance, Amnesty International, but it could also claim that rights were central
to what it did.48 In , however, rights began to be used to shape the entire opera-
tions of NGOs. They cast off their ‘‘human needs’’ approach and translated
this—almost line by line—into a ‘‘human rights’’ approach. Oxfam issued its Global
Charter for Basic Rights in , the very term ‘‘basic’’ betraying the legacy of the
basic needs approach that dominated much development thinking in the s. But
importantly, basic human needs had now become a list of ten economic and social
rights. These included those to a home, clean water, enough to eat, a safe envi-
ronment, protection from violence, equality of opportunity, a say in one’s future, an
education, a livelihood, and healthcare.49 Similarly, War on Want asserted that human
rights were ‘‘inalienable and indivisible. Civil and political rights; economic, social
and cultural rights—are essential and depend on each other.’’50 With the appointment
of a new director in  with a background in the labor movement, older concerns
for workers’ rights were incorporated into the new broader human rights framework.
Its  publication Iraq: Sanctions and Human Rights, for instance, aimed to show
that ‘‘human rights . . . include these other social, cultural and economic rights.’’51

Slightly later, Christian Aid followed suit. Its leader found few problems in
marrying its religious principles to a human rights agenda, just as the WCC had done

................. 18308$ $CH9 09-26-12 15:24:46 PS



after the Second World War. In , the fiftieth anniversary of the UDHR, Christian
Aid affirmed ‘‘the equal rights of all people as ‘made in the image of God.’ ’’52 In
addition to established core civil and political rights, it too went on to list a set of
economic and social rights almost identical to Oxfam’s of three years previously. By
this time, however, the language of rights was everywhere in development NGO
circles, not least because of the increased interaction and cooperation between the
principal bodies and because authors of NGO reports might write for more than one
organization. Rights were proving attractive to so many NGOs because they enabled
the ‘‘problems’’ encountered by development workers, such as contaminated water or
malnutrition, to be tackled politically. Rights made it clear that such problems were
violations caused by human agency, though in a language that seemed more politi-
cally—or, at least, ideologically—neutral. Significantly, while many NGOs underwent
a process of intense soul-searching in their decisions to be more political in the s,
later on, when that politics was reoriented to a rights-based approach, the criticisms
from within the sector were much less profound.

By the end of the millennium, then, rights had become the standard shared
language of aid and development NGOs.53 If Oxfam leads the way, it is closely
followed by others such as ActionAid who see rights as logically following from its
established grassroots work: ‘‘Our long-standing commitment to participation, and
our drive for sustainability lead us to adopt a rights-based approach in all of our
work.’’54 And for CARE, which has collaborated closely with Oxfam on rights, it
enables the NGOs’ work on the ground to connect with the entire system of global
governance: ‘‘A rights-based approach recognises poor, displaced and war affected
people as having inherent rights essential to livelihood security—rights that are vali-
dated by international law.’’55 As we will see in the following section, though, it is
precisely this confluence of the rhetoric of NGOs and supranational organizations
that points to a different explanation for the spread of rights talk.

The Nexus of Development and Rights

A counternarrative to the adoption of rights-based approaches by NGOs comes from
a focus on global trends in development thinking. Here NGOs are not so much the
instigators as the followers of development thought and practice. No matter how big
international NGOs have become, their interventions on the ground have largely
paled into insignificance next to the operating budgets of the official development
agencies. Indeed, if one were to pass over NGOs entirely, one could still write a
credible history of the ‘‘right to development’’ that focused exclusively on official
agencies and intergovernmental institutions.

Such an account would begin with a similar absence of rights in development talk
in the immediate post–Second World War period. President Truman’s Four Point
speech of January  introduced the concept of ‘‘underdevelopment’’ to a global
audience. But this was a scientific and technical phrase which depoliticized the issue
away from either duties or rights and spoke instead to the technical measures which
could be used to increase a country’s GDP. Although former imperial powers such as
Britain retained a legal obligation to provide assistance (through the Colonial Devel-
opment and Welfare Acts of  and ), the momentum was now to reside with
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the specialist agencies of the UN and the development experts who assisted U Thant
in producing Proposals for Action in .56

At the end of the first development decade, the UN observed that human rights
were given scant attention in development initiatives. Rights at this stage were only to
be respected, not extended or protected. Article  of the  Declaration on Social
Progress and Development did establish an important precedent in claiming, ‘‘Social
progress and development shall be founded on respect for dignity and value of the
human person and shall ensure the promotion of human rights and social justice,’’
but this was rarely picked up at the time.57 Instead, the interests of the poorest were
usually understood in terms of needs. This had long been a concern of the NGOs and
may well have proved influential, especially as the United States and the Western
agencies saw in ‘‘basic human needs’’ an opportunity to counter the increasingly vocif-
erous demands of the nonaligned movement and the New International Economic
Order endorsed by the UN General Assembly in .58

During the s, the human rights bodies at the UN, although still principally
focusing on political and civil rights, moved in the direction of a right to development.
This came at a time when human rights were being increasingly linked to international
diplomacy, particularly under the Carter administration. UNCTAD had referred to a
right to development as early as . By the end of the decade, in , the
Commission on Human Rights affirmed the existence of the right to development,
and the secretary-general issued a definition of development to which human rights
were ‘‘fundamental.’’59

Human rights NGOs, rather than development NGOs, picked up and ran with
the baton given to them by the UN. In , the International Commission of Jurists
(ICJ) supported the basic rights approach to development. At its conference ‘‘Devel-
opment and the Rule of Law’’ held in April of that year, the NGO declared that a
needs-based approach relegated the poorest nations to a relationship of dependency.
Only if those needs were translated into rights—that is, into claims upon the entire
economic and political structure that gives rise to absolute poverty in the first place—
could a basic needs approach become effective. Marking an important transition in
the history of human rights NGOs, if not development NGOs, the conference
committed the ICJ to moving on from a focus on political and civil rights to one that
embraced economic and social rights too, especially through a broad-ranging ‘‘right
to development’’ that affirmed many of the principles of the NIEO.60

Many have commented that the one lasting legacy of the nonaligned movement
was the establishment of a collective—that is, not an individual’s—‘‘right to devel-
opment.’’ If most of the other objectives of the NIEO were never met, especially in
an era of structural adjustment and expanding debt, the right to development obtained
a certain momentum within the institutions of global governance during the s. It
was adopted by African states in the  African Charter on Human and People’s
Rights. It continued to be promoted within the UN despite the opposition of the
United States, and in  the General Assembly passed a Declaration on the Right
to Development.61 As a concept it was then ready to be used by those joining in the
backlash against the structural adjustment programs kick-started by UNICEF’s
Adjustment with a Human Face (). It would culminate with the World Conference
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on Human Rights in June  and the issuing of the Vienna Declaration on Human
Rights by the General Assembly, which reiterated the secretary-general’s 

pronouncement that human rights were ‘‘fundamental’’ to development.62

From this point on, the right to development permeated countless other institu-
tional settings. In , the delegates to the General Assembly, celebrating the fiftieth
anniversary of the UDHR, proposed that the Vienna Declaration be on a par with
the UDHR. In , the Nobel Symposium on the Right to Development and
Human Rights to Development met not to question the validity of the concept but
to elaborate further on the connections between rights and development.63 As well as
being integral to the work of the UNDP, UNICEF, and other UN agencies, the
rights-based approach had been adopted by various national official agencies such as
the UK’s Department for International Development.64

How, then, do we reconcile this narrative with the NGOs’ own accounts of their
adoption of a rights-based perspective? Did the concept of rights represent a genuine
intellectual engagement with capabilities theory that enabled NGOs to politicize and
scale up their grassroots work? Or did NGOs merely employ a fashionable term and
claim an intellectual coherence only later? The answer lies in the lead provided by
many of the official agencies which NGOs have closely followed and, in more recent
decades, with which they have been more formally aligned.

For all that NGOs like to think that they have set the agenda or operated at the
forefront of rights-based initiatives, their relationship to rights is much more prob-
lematic. In what follows, it will firstly be shown that NGOs have tended to hang on
the coattails of both development thinkers and official development initiatives. This
has meant, second, that the context for the adoption of rights-based approaches has
been created by institutions other than the NGOs themselves. To be sure, NGOs
deliberately embraced a discourse of rights because it seemed to follow from their own
established focus on participation and grassroots development. But doing so meant
that they were agreeing to communicate in a language influenced and directed by
actors and interests far more powerful than themselves. Crucially, it meant that they
would become as much the products as the creators of a system of global governance
increasingly predominant from the late s.

Ever since their foundation NGOs have relied on the initiatives of intergovern-
mental agencies to lend authority and momentum to their activities. For those
operating in the Second World War, they often worked closely with the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. The postwar official aid agencies
have tended to set the agenda and launch the initiatives that the NGOs have chosen
to support. For instance, the UN World Refugee Year in  was an incredibly
powerful stimulus to British NGOs. Christian Aid used it to expand substantially its
fundraising activities, Oxfam was given a key role in the official activities in Britain,
and War on Want invited Sir Herbert Broadley, the former Chief Executive of the
FAO, to speak at one of its meetings in the House of Commons in February 

(subsequently publishing it as a pamphlet, The Hungry Millions).65

The launch of the Freedom from Hunger Campaign (FFHC) the following year,
attendant with the beginning of the UN Development Decade, provided further
stimulus as well as being the catalyst for many NGOs to reorient their attention from
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relief to longer-term development.66 In Britain, a thousand local FFHC Committees
were set up, often assisted by the principal NGOs. The official slogan of the campaign
had been the ancient proverb ‘‘Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach
him to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime.’’ One would be hard pressed to discover
a development NGO over the subsequent half-century that did not at one point
reiterate this hackneyed mantra.67

Likewise, quotations from the key interventions in development debates can
always be found throughout NGO literature. Gunnar Myrdal’s arguments of 

were a key reference point for decades, but so too were the high-profile grand solutions
to the world’s problems that have frequently and regularly been published. From
Lester Pearon’s Partners in Development in , through to Willy Brandt’s North-
South (), Gro Brundtland’s Our Common Future (), Julius Nyerere’s South
Commission (–), and all the way through to the launch of the Millennium
Development Goals () and the Commission for Africa’s Our Common Interest
(), these key texts have been the bedrock of NGO campaigning.68 They have
created the benchmarks against which national and international NGOs have
attempted to hold governments accountable. It is an entirely understandable tactic,
but one in which, when it comes to setting the terms of the debate, the NGO is being
directed by the wording and conclusions of a number of—usually—elite political
pronouncements.

A more fundamental accusation might also be lodged that the NGOs have been
disingenuous about their own intellectual formation. Amartya Sen was supposedly
crucial in the transition from needs to rights. He continues to be cited by Oxfam,
especially his Development as Freedom. In , in his capacity as honorary president
of Oxfam, he wrote the foreword to Oxfam’s Rigged Rules and Double Standards, and
he was strongly cited as an influence in this publication.69 Yet one has to be skeptical
about this influence. Sen himself is not convinced of the efficacy of rights, preferring
instead improved communication based on social ethics and human freedom.70 In
, he even said of his time at Oxfam, ‘‘I didn’t do very much for them; actually
they still say I am with them but I am not.’’71 And indeed, Oxfam had fully embraced
a language of rights in the early s long before Sen became its honorary president
in .

The truth is that there was actually a rather lazy intellectual engagement with
needs and rights, and Sen appeared to make an easy link with people’s opportunities
at the grassroots and the wider system of rights that could protect those capabilities.
It is telling that in , when Oxfam so centrally placed rights in its strategy
document, staff were afterward invited to discuss how rights might inform their work;
contrast this with the reading groups on liberation theology in the s that perco-
lated upward into Oxfam policy. Perhaps Sen is frequently cited because of the
ambivalent ways in which his broad principles might be put into concrete policy.
Referring to a Nobel-winning economist who, crucially, can write in an accessible
language is a form of self-flattery. And precisely because his capabilities approach is
not rooted in specific proposals, it allows NGOs all too easily to cite it as the basis of
a rights-based approach, as ‘‘agencies, by signing up to Sen’s vision, remain uncom-
mitted to anything more than improved discourse.’’72
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If Sen does not provide the real intellectual genesis for NGOs’ development
thinking, the more likely explanation is that they have continued to work within the
discourses of development articulated by the funding agencies. It serves a purpose to
speak the language of the UNDP, the World Bank, and the other major donors of
aid. One could argue that NGOs have adopted a rights-based agenda for a variety of
instrumental purposes: to obtain money from donors; to speak the language of
government in order to better influence policy; to be political without appearing too
radical (or at least in a way that avoids the attention of the Charity Commissioners).
It would then follow, from the perspective of the NGOs, that the lip-service paid to
the global language of development does not actually have an impact on their work
on the ground. To a certain extent, this has actually been the case. Many of the local
initiatives of NGOs have continued to be similar to the ‘‘alternative’’ development
projects pioneered in the s and s.

However, at the advocacy level, and in adapting the description of projects
according to the language of rights, other changes in NGO operations have become
apparent. One consequence has been the increasingly close relationship between non-
governmental and governmental sectors. Most significantly, official aid began to be
channelled through NGOs. In  OECD members channelled just . percent of
their total aid budgets through NGOs. By  this figure stood at . percent, and
around  percent by .73 The intergovernmental agencies soon followed. In ,
the EEC began co-financing international NGOs, and from  to  the World
Bank involved six hundred and fifty NGOs in around one hundred World Bank–
financed projects.74

British levels of government funding of NGOs did not match the amounts
disbursed in North America and Northern Europe. For instance, in the mid-s,
government contributions to development NGOs as a percentage of official aid were
less than  percent, whereas the figure was between  and  percent for countries such
as Canada, West Germany, the Netherlands, and the United States. Nevertheless,
official funding became a significant component of British NGO income. In , the
Labour Government established the Joint Funding Scheme (JFS) which co-funded
(usually  percent) projects submitted by British charities. In , guaranteed block
grants were also introduced to the larger NGOs, beginning with Oxfam and Christian
Aid that year and extended to CAFOD in  and the Save the Children Fund in
. The importance of the JFS, and the block grant within it, has increased grad-
ually. By the end of the s, the block grant was responsible for over  percent of
all JFS Funds, and in  ‘‘the JFS translated into support for more than nine
hundred projects in over fifty countries, and included fifty projects specifically
concerned with women.’’75 Around one hundred charities were eligible to submit for
co-funding.

Government funding of NGOs began because of the perceived limitations of the
effectiveness of official aid that had become more widespread in the late s and
s. That it continued to expand is because it has fit the agendas of both the Labour
and Conservative parties. Labour, with its long-standing connections to War on Want,
was particularly well disposed to the NGOs. The Conservatives appreciated the role
of NGOs because of traditional Tory skepticism toward official aid interventions.76 If
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government action was disliked, private intervention was encouraged. And if, as the
Conservatives did, the official support for NGOs could be widely trumpeted, the
government of the s could be seen to be doing something for international aid
while at the same time cutting its overall official aid budget (as well as increasingly
tying it to self-interested trade initiatives—the ‘‘aid and trade provision’’).77

The consequence of higher levels of official funding was greater control of the
sector. Often this control could be quite overt. British charity legislation has placed a
number of restrictions on the political interventions of NGOs that have chosen to
register as charities (famously, Amnesty International chose not to do so). War on
Want, Christian Aid, and Oxfam frequently had their activities monitored, and they
knew that at times they operated in defiance of the law.78 In the s, this attention
increased, not least because Washington-based anticommunist organizations such as
Western Goals and the International Freedom Foundation began to target NGOs for
their supposed left-wing sympathies in their work in countries such as Israel, Nica-
ragua, and apartheid South Africa.79 The subsequent reports on Oxfam and War on
Want have meant the NGOs have had to tread carefully in how they advertise and
operate in countries of greater political tension. Indeed, since these Charity
Commission investigations, both Oxfam and War on Want have, in the language of
political science, operated more obviously as ‘‘insider’’ groups.80

The NGO sector has not been unaware of the issues involved in accepting
government money. There has been a long and extensive debate within British NGO,
policy, and academic circles about whether this relationship has been ‘‘too close for
comfort.’’81 NGOs are said to lose their independence. Too great a reliance on official
funding makes them susceptible to the political whims of governments. Essentially,
the accusation is one of containment. It weakens the political role of NGOs and
restricts their room for maneuver.82

The problem ought not to be overstated. NGOs have found ways to continue to
operate politically. Notwithstanding the interventions of the Charity Commissioners,
the principal charities stepped up their campaigning work in the s. Together, in
the early s, they launched a campaign for ‘‘real aid.’’83 Oxfam increasingly tackled
the structural problems associated with world trade.84 And, of course, other NGOs
such as the World Development Movement continued to work closely with the char-
ities, while a seemingly politically innocuous body such as the Nicaragua Health Fund
could have on its board of trustees representatives of explicitly political groups such as
the Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign.85

A far more significant accusation, particularly in relation to the adoption of rights-
based agendas, is the charge that government funding makes the NGO indistin-
guishable from the official agency with respect to which it has previously claimed its
distinctiveness and comparative advantage.86 Funding comes with conditions. Particu-
larly from the perspective of the multilateral agencies operating during an era of
structural adjustment programs, followed by the rise of the ‘‘Washington consensus,’’
the role of NGOs has increasingly been seen as one of service provision. In order to
get the contracts to provide such services, NGOs have had to share in the new
dominant languages of development. Increasingly, since the end of the Cold War, this
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has been shaped by terms such as ‘‘good governance,’’ ‘‘democracy,’’ ‘‘civil society,’’
and ‘‘participation.’’

Rights have provided the framework for bringing all of these terms together. In
the sphere of international development this means that many of the established
concerns of NGOs—about working with the very poor at the grassroots level in order
to enable them to play a role in their own path to development—have been translated
into a discourse of rights. Since NGOs believe such a politics emanates from their
own intellectual formation, they have willingly spread the new language of devel-
opment around the world. According to one investigation into the working practices
of NGOs, they have become a transmission channel for the ‘‘donor fashions and new
managerialism’’ promoted by official agencies and in which local groups must now
couch their work.87 The consequence is that the same discourses are found in the most
improbable places all over the world.88

A crucial aspect of this new transnational language is that it speaks more about
the relationship NGOs have with their official donors than with the grassroots
communities they are supposedly helping. A particularly contentious term has been
‘‘participation.’’ It seems to refer to the classic collaborative operations of NGOs, yet
it is a term that has been increasingly bandied around to secure funding. Because
participation is demanded as a key element of good governance and democracy, often
too hastily chosen partners have been selected who perhaps do not best represent the
interests of the poorest members of a community. According to one critic, there has
been ‘‘collusion in the manufacture of a collective dream of participation and
community, behind the screen of which the levers of business remain quite intact.
Better the warm allure of partnership than the discomforting blade of social
analysis.’’89 The rhetoric of instant partnership contrasts sharply with the long-term
interaction and engagement with communities that many of these NGOs established
in the s and which enabled them to speak of their ‘‘comparative advantage’’ in
the first place.

The role of NGOs in this standardization of development-speak has come under
heavy criticism. It has been claimed that NGOs become implicated within a broader
system of U.S. imperialism. The official support for NGOs is claimed to be not that
dissimilar to the support received from Cold War governments for academic journals,
conferences, and institutes.90 Even writers favorably disposed to the work of NGOs
have warned of the dangers of following practices promoted by the ‘‘Washington
consensus.’’ If NGOs have ‘‘become subcontractors of donors or government,’’ then
it is difficult to see how they are distinct from the institutional framework of Western-
ization and Americanization (whether real or perceived).91

The timing of NGOs’ adoption of rights is therefore crucial. As the communist
states collapsed in , the Western powers connected to the OECD explored new
modes of development cooperation. The OECD’s Development Assistance
Committee emphasized the ‘‘vital connection between open, democratic and
accountable political systems, individual rights and the effective and equitable oper-
ation of economic systems.’’92 Now developing countries were placed alongside those
in Eastern Europe in a policy directed, as the OECD ministers themselves put it,
‘‘towards the basic values which are common to the OECD countries: pluralistic
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democracy, respect for human rights, and a competitive market economy. They
improve the prospect of a truly integrated global economic system.’’93 If these terms
had become the benchmarks of global governance, it is of little surprise that so many
NGOs had made human rights so central to their mission statements by , the
same year that the Vienna Declaration on Human Rights was made.

Undoubtedly, one outcome of an increasingly shared language of development
between the official and the unofficial agencies was that NGOs expanded, sometimes
exponentially, during the s. For instance, the combined total income of Oxfam,
Tearfund, Christian Aid, CAFOD, Save the Children, and the British Red Cross more
than doubled in the fifteen years following .94 They have been derided as the ‘‘big
international NGOs’’ or BINGOs that ‘‘now resemble the predatory transnational
corporations they have often quite consciously come to ape.’’95 Along with growth,
then, has also come criticism. NGOs have supposedly lost their critical edge. This
tendency has only been heightened with the rise of a post- security agenda that
has seen NGOs increasingly likely to follow in the wake of military personnel, setting
up camp in conflict zones around the world, especially Afghanistan.96 If it has seemed
too far-fetched to equate the objectives of still well-respected NGOs such as Oxfam
with the imperatives of U.S. foreign policy, others have commented on how NGOs
have spread the language and the techniques of global governance around the world
and to the micro-level. That is, a literature focused on ‘‘governmentality’’ has observed
the extent to which NGOs are as much a part of the system of global governance as a
critic of it in a manner similar to the missionary bodies of a prior, imperial age.97 It is
an issue as yet unresolved, with commentators still asking whether the rights-based
agenda represents a ‘‘new form of conditionality’’ for aid beneficiaries.98

What is more obvious is that NGOs have become increasingly indistinguishable
from one another. To be sure, development NGOs have always networked and collab-
orated, or at least have done so from the creation of the Voluntary Committee on
Overseas Aid and Development in . Likewise, they have published joint state-
ments, especially in response to agenda-setting international initiatives such as the
Brundtland Report.99 More specifically, the confusion among the general public as to
whether Christian Aid is ‘‘Oxfam with hymns’’ goes back decades.100 But the differ-
ences between Christian Aid, War on Want, Oxfam, and several other NGOs on
issues such as Africa or the world trade system are barely noticeable.101 As a conse-
quence, the number of co-produced books and pamphlets has increased substantially
over the last two decades.102 This counters a noted lack of coordination often
commented upon in the s, but it raises questions as to why there continue to be
so many different NGOs and whether the internal logic of an organization is geared
toward self-perpetuation rather than the pressing needs of the issue at hand.

It would be a mistake to think that NGOs have entered into a world of rights
blindly or unaware of the consequences. NGOs are not afraid of levelling the harshest
criticisms against themselves. As the development and human rights activist Firoze
Manji put it in Development in Practice in , ‘‘The fact is that many NGOs have,
unwittingly or wittingly, inserted themselves over the last few decades as part of the
very infrastructure of the political economy that reproduces the unequal social rela-
tions of post-colonial Africa.’’103
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The application of a rights-based agenda has thus been matched by a continuing
anguish over the problems of such rights.104 Yet for all this, the NGOs have also
persisted in their use of human rights frameworks. Rights are, it would seem, in
Samuel Moyn’s phrase, ‘‘a last utopia.’’ But it is a utopianism shaped by a language
from above and one in which the ideals are always known to fail to match the reality.
On the ground, NGOs know from bitter experience the difficulties in marrying
political and civil rights with economic and social rights. Yet they continue to use the
language of rights, as it adds a veneer of radicalism to their own agendas, covering too
the priorities of an official aid policy to which they have become increasingly
beholden.

Beyond the Two Narratives

What we can see from the above, then, are two competing accounts of the rise to
ascendancy of rights-based approaches within the development community. On the
one hand, from the perspective of the NGOs’ own publicity, rights emerged as the
intellectual underpinning of their efforts to ‘‘scale up’’ their work on the ground to
their political objectives targeted at the very structure of global governance. On the
other hand, a more complex story emerges of how civil and political rights became
tools of international diplomacy in the s, to be combined with greater emphasis
on economic and social rights in a post–Cold War context.

On balance, and without discounting entirely the many genuine and passionately
felt reasons for adopting a language of rights, it is very much the latter story that has
prevailed. Too often the engagement with rights by NGOs has been intellectually
superficial. This may be understandable—these are, after all, committed, pragmatic
bodies without the time or resources to commit to academic reflection—but it
suggests that the translation of needs into rights served a practical purpose at a time
when the distinctions between official and unofficial aid became increasingly blurred.
If an engagement in rights talk had little impact on actual development projects on
the ground, then we might admire the canniness of NGOs in navigating a post–Cold
War system of global governance. But it is more likely that rights talk both traps the
NGOs in certain forms of contractual relationship with the institutions of global
governance and prevents the articulation of radical alternative political solutions, ones
founded on models of social justice that contradict the fundamental principles of a
system of global governance itself founded on market-based democratic individualism.
To put it bluntly, development NGOs have made themselves central players in the
game of rights, but this is a sport—as weaker NGOs have long realized—that is played
out in arenas built by more powerful backers and according to rules designed by agents
other than the NGOs themselves.105

Two consequences of this account are apparent. The first is a historical one. While
the central importance of the s in recent historical writing is not disputed, it
would be overstating the case that the decade triggered an embrace of rights—both
economic, social, and cultural, as well as political and civil—by all types of transna-
tional social movement. What the two narratives above demonstrate is that rights
came to prominence because they served the purposes of a variety of actors. And in
this sense, the decade after  also represents as crucial a period as that of the s
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and the s in the history of rights. Only then did the rhetoric of rights fully
embrace both civil and political rights and economic and social rights. If recent work
on rights has shown their constant evolution and relative youth (in their current
form), then a case study on international aid and development has shown just how
recent this history is.

A second point is targeted more at the role of the NGOs themselves. There has
been a long-standing debate about the effectiveness of aid. In recent years this has
taken on more populist form, though it has been influenced heavily by works of
anthropology and political economy demonstrating that while technical assistance has
‘‘depoliticised’’ development, it has also ensured the perpetuation and expansion of
the aid agencies concerned.106 Mainly the accusations that aid does not work have
been levelled at the official agencies. But as the differences between official and unof-
ficial aid have been blurred, then so have the accusations about the ineffectiveness of
aid been levelled at NGOs too. This has largely been about their work in emergency
situations, suggesting that their interventions can perpetuate the conditions which
give rise to the crisis in the first place.107 But as one account of Oxfam and Christian
Aid’s ongoing support for Ujaama in the s implies, more detailed assessments
might begin to be made of the overall effectiveness of NGOs’ development work.108

The public trust placed in NGOs because they do ‘‘good works’’ may soon diminish
if they become closely associated with some of the failures of large-scale official inter-
vention.

One basis for such a criticism might rest precisely on the rights-based approach
adopted by NGOs. Clearly, sharing in the language of rights has been one of the
reasons for the massive growth and proliferation of NGOs over the last two decades.
But while those that have adopted rights for their modus operandi might well now
enjoy the benefits of insider status, they will also increasingly become the targets of
those who see them giving up on an alternative approach. The accusations against
rights are well established. They appeal especially to those who wish to critique rather
than overhaul the existing system of liberal market democracies.109 For Thomas Pogge,
because basic rights, as we have seen advocated by NGOs, are based on human needs,
they commit us to ensure that we do not ‘‘disrespect’’ these rights, either in all of us
or in sections of the population. This is essentially the negative duty of rights: that we
refrain from violating the rights of others. What such a position does not demand is
the more positive duty whereby we accept our responsibility for protecting the rights
of others and work to ensure the establishment of a social system within which ‘‘all
its participants have secure access to the objects of their human rights.’’110 For NGOs,
this is precisely why they adopted a rights-based approach—to be more political and
to challenge the very principles of global governance. It would be an irony indeed,
though perhaps entirely understandable from the second narrative above, if the
adoption of a rights-based framework prevented exactly such a critique from being
articulated.
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