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Preamble

My task as a discussant from the discipline of social anthropology is to provide some anthropologically-inspired comments on the paper by Thomas Pogge (TP), ‘Human rights as minimal constraints on the design of global institutions’, which was circulated to the conference participants and provides a general background to the more narrowly-focused  paper he actually delivered. . I shall enclose my comments  between some general observations on what I take to be TP’s broad objectives and some thoughts on what form of the liberalism which inspires them might be most accessible to the perspective from what I shall loosely call ‘the grassroots’. 

A reminder and an invitation

I take the central elements in TP’s overall approach to the issue of social justice, as evidenced by this paper and his other extended recent writings, to be two: 

1. He issues an urgent reminder to Western readers not just of the extent and consequences for life-chances of the inequality and poverty which defile the contemporary world but also of the very limited the allegedly beneficial impact on both of economic globalisation has actually been. Calculation of the exact numbers of the poor and very poor at any one time is of course very complex, even if we ignore the longstanding debates about absolute and relative definitions of ‘poverty’ itself. But our current best assessment must be that, on the World Bank’s own and improved figures,  the past two decades of economic globalisation have barely seen an overall reduction in the numbers of the poorest (except in China and India) and have certainly been accompanied by an increase in the inequalities within and between nations. This increase is of course also characteristic of the allegedly greatest beneficiaries of globalisation in the West. 
2.  He urges us not to treat the existence of contemporary poverty in the way that, for example, the ancient Greeks treated slavery: something inevitable in that world, acknowledged none the less as a misfortune or disaster for the people concerned, but not as something to which issues of justice or injustice could be applied, partly because no world without slavery could be envisaged. We are invited instead to locate global poverty firmly in a framework of relationships organised in terms of our duties and their rights, in which morality and justice do indeed apply and where the balance of advantage and disadvantage can indeed be altered by us. To avoid the criticisms which similarly-minded philosophers (eg Peter Singer) have attracted, TP characterises our duties as ‘negative’  - that is, our duty to refuse support to an institutions which could but do not take action to reduce or remove the violations to human rights. What this duty requires from us in practice is not spelled out but obviously requires space beyond that available in this paper. 

Contestable claims
I think that the attraction of this framework largely depends on the extent to which we accept two sets of contestable claims:

First, on the factual front: we need to grant the existence since at least 1945 of a single ‘global institutional order’ (World Bank, WTO etc) which is also the vehicle for a single coherent ‘globalisation project’. This order is held responsible for at least the persistence  of extreme poverty: I am not sure whether it is also to be held responsible for the existence of poverty, extreme or not, in the first place or only for that component of poverty which the institutions concerned have it within their power to reduce but refuse to do so. could reduce but fail to do so. This view is contestable on two grounds: first, that there is no such single coherent order or project but rather a multiplicity of competing institutions with varying international reach and changing objectives and powers; and, second, that the assumption of a single coherent order betrays an assumption of ‘institutional utopianism’ in which institutions are credited with great powers but their operations are abstracted from the worlds of politics, culture and history. This approach takes out of the picture the appreciation of institutions as necessarily sites of conflict, constitutionally permeated by politics and conflict and as likely creators themselves of new forms of injustice and discrimination.
Second, it remains doubtful how far, in articulating its principles, the cosmopolitan approach to global justice based on individual human rights can afford to ignore the divisions among humans beings created by states, nations, ethnicities and cultures, which currently orchestrate  most people’s sense of who they are and what they owe to, and what they are owed by, others. This issue has been extensively debated at a theoretical level by political theorists and philosophers themselves (John Rawls, Charles Beitz, David Miller). A parallel discussion also marks the recent history of socio-cultural anthropology, in the form of whether cultural differences should be treated as surface or substance in the making of the members of different social groups. That raises the question of what the knowledge of local cultures, whether in the hands of anthropologists or members of those cultures themselves, has brought and might in future bring to the conversation about human rights and global justice.  
Since TP is concerned to make the case for the duties of the affluent and is therefore addressed to them, his paper naturally does not try to sketch what the contributions, theoretical or practical, from the grass-roots might, or need to, be. Indeed it comes rather close to implying that the fundamental obstacles to the establishment and entrenchment of human rights – corruption, dictatorships and so on – are themselves simply the product of Western interventions and institutions. If those institutions were changed, the obstacles would be vastly reduced  so the importance of the view from the grassroots is thereby reduced. (I do not find the argument rejecting attempt to assess external and internal factors convincing. Instead of setting aside any attempt to distinguish these factors as simply misconceived, my response would be that it is an issue which cannot be settled in general, definitional terms but makes perfectly good sense as an intellectual task once the necessary historical and political contexts are supplied).  
In any case, I think there is one essential reason for taking account of the views of those whose human rights are being violated by Western institutions in the way TP suggests.  Any history of political, social and economic rights in Western societies makes it quite clear that such rights have not been simply conceded or preserved from a sense of duty or benevolence but rather have had to be fought for again and again. This means that the language and institutions of rights need to make sense to the peoples who for their own protection have to struggle to achieve and entrench them. Necessarily, therefore, the promoters of a rights-based approach to global justice have to grasp and come to terms with other local ways of conceiving the contents and limits of social obligations - rather as the attempts by missionaries to bring the Bible to colonial populations had to come to terms with the repertoire of usable terms in the local languages.

Anthropology and political philosophy
Although the very term ‘human rights’ would seem inevitably to prefigure collaboration by anthropologists specifying the meaning of ‘human’ and political philosophers articulating the content of ‘rights’, the intellectual conversation between the two disciplines has in fact hardly begun. In 1994 the philosopher Bernard Williams characterised political and moral philosophers as ‘a small group isolated from humanity in the intellectual Himalayas …. who needed to be reminded of truths about human life which are very well known to virtually all adult human beings except moral and political philosophers’ (Williams 2005: 52). But anthropologists had established heavily fortified retreats of their own. For much of the second half of the 20th century they refused to pay serious theoretical attention to the idea of universal human rights on the grounds both of cultural relativism (the American Anthropological Association having declared that rights talk was just the talk of Westerners and could not legitimately be exported to or imposed on others) and of the greater importance of collective (indigenous, minority) over individual rights (Messer 2003). 

Since the mid-1990s, however, anthropologists have begun to join extra-disciplinary conversations about cosmopolitanism and human rights. The reasons are several (Wilson and Mitchell 2003). First, cultural relativism has been more or less abandoned. Cultures are acknowledged to be porous and plural  so that the ideas of any straightforward identification of different cultures with coherent and distinctive values has virtually gone. (Rather embarrassingly, anthropologists found their relativist views enthusiastically endorsed by political leaders in Africa and Asia who were not noted for their concern for any rights other than their own and who wished to undermine too close a foreign interest in their methods of ruling. Second, the events in Rwanda and Bosnia have helped to make the relativist attitude characterised (by the philosopher Martin Hollis) as  ‘liberalism for the liberals, cannibalism for the cannibals’ (Lukes 2003: 27-45) seem quite inadequate.  The refusal to compare and evaluate political regimes in terms of their relative nastiness and capacity to cause pain and suffering now seems similarly obtuse (although no widely-accepted way to do this has yet been found: the dominant models in anthropology remain largely concerned with mechanisms of order and much less with suffering and disorder which tend to be relegated to the categories of exceptional and unpredictable events). Third, since the 1990s the language and  institutional apparatus of human rights has spread around the world so that almost everywhere Western anthropologists go outside Europe sees Western aid and development initiatives and humanitarian interventions of various kinds. The cultural and institutional expansion of concern with human rights is simply a fact of local life which anthropologists, whether or not they see themselves as activists in the cause of human rights, have to recognise and analyse.  
Issues raised at the grassroots

Anthropologists are therefore increasingly involved in the practical definition and defence of rights of all kinds at local level. Experience there has led them to raise a series of issues which, as they see it, need to be addressed in arguing for, and eventually implementing, a single plausible framework for a rights-based approach to global justice. I have space to mention just five of these concerns. 

1. The consequences of increasing inequalities: since economic globalisation is accentuating material inequalities, it is likely that the expansion of local bases for encouraging the promotion of social and political difference is at the very least keeping pace with any pressure to embrace the idea of culture-free universalist  justice.

2. The costs of legalism: framing the fundamental bases of obligations in the ‘thin’ moral and legal language of rights is seen as putting at risk other locally-recognised forms of treating people decently. An insistence on individual rights tends to undermine, it is argued, the ‘thick’ ethical life in which local social obligations are embedded. Local ethics provide the essential foundations for the coping strategies which are often invisible even to well-meaning outsiders. Framing basic claims in terms of rights, especially when there are no powerful institutions to enforce them,  creates new divisions and new forms of exclusion and inclusion. In practice, therefore, the eventual balance-sheet in terms of long-term survival and self-protection may thus turn out to be negative.  

3. The conflicts between rights: what place is the relief of poverty to play among the range of equally fundamental human rights (freedom of speech; protection from violence) which compete for resources and attention? We cannot disembed issues of justice and rights from politics and political conflict.

4. The suspicion of institutions: the perspective from the grassroots encourages suspicion not just of the West’s current global power centres but all institutions of governance at national and local levels  – and in relation not simply to mistaken policies but also to the processes of policy-implementation. The institutions which are formally created to serve the cause of human rights are necessarily centres of power and resources, not neutral vehicles for disseminating a recognised public good. And those powers and resources, like the rhetoric of human rights itself, are easily bent to serve interests quite other than those of  poverty-relief and justice. 

5. The issue of accountability: where do the accountabilities relating to the human rights issues lie? From the grassroots, it has frequently seemed that the network of Western interventionist institutions is self-referential, responsive primarily to its own bureaucratic and political agendas. It tends to produce what one anthropologist with long experience of hunger, war and Western intervention in Darfur has described as a ‘humanitarian mode of power’ (de Waal 2002).
Final point: building a bridge between anthropology and philosophy:
Underlining the impossibility of separating the discussion of human rights from issues of power and political conflict made me wonder whether a different style of liberalism to the cosmopolitan approach might not provide a more accessible framework for the spokespeople from the grassroots in the conversation that TP’s paper invites. I am thinking of the so-called ‘liberalism of fear’ (Shklar 1998; Dunn 1996) which is centrally concerned not only with power and powerlessness and the sense of injustice but also with the dangers posed by all operation of institutional powers by individuals and groups and the need to do whatever we can to make things better and avoid complicity in injustice – the very issue which inspires TP’s paper. Shklar’s approach takes rights, as Bernard Williams (2005: 61) puts it, as a political and historical issue, not a philosophical one. It is a resolutely non-utopian, universalist style of liberalism aligned with the party of hope, as of course cosmopolitan justice is, but it is also aligned more clearly with the party of memory, including the memory of just those kinds of human catastrophes which energise the attempt to establish principles for global justice. 
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