
Communicative Activism and Human Rights

Damien Spry

Masters of Arts in Humanities and Social Sciences (Research)

2005



Certificate of Authorship / Originality

I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for 
a degree not has it been submitted as part of requirements for a degree 
except as fully acknowledged in the text.

I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have 
received in my research work and the preparation of the thesis has been 
acknowledged. In addition, I certify that all information sources and 
literature used are indicated in the thesis.

Signature of Candidate

11

Production Note:
Signature removed prior to publication.



Acknowledgements

My deepest gratitude goes first to my supervisors: Dr James Goodman, 
for his wit and passion, as well as, of course, his scholarly advice; Ms 
Penny O'Donnell for her warm wisdom. My thanks go also to my 
colleagues in the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at the 
University of Technology, Sydney: Professor Stephanie Donald, Professor 
Andrew Jakubowicz, Associate Professor Heather Goodall, Associate 
Professor Paul Ashton, Dr Virginia Watson, Dr Chris Ho, Ms Carolyn 
Carter, Mr James Arvanitakis.

I must also thank my 'fierce legion of friends' from the human rights 
movement: Mr Des Hogan my first mentor, Ms Kate Gilmore, Mr John 
Burns, Ms Renee McDonald, Mr Peter Thomas, Dr Graham Thom, Ms Helen 
Campbell and Ms Kathy Richards.

My most heartfelt thanks and my sincere apologies go to my long- 
suffering wife, Asami Saito, for her patient support.

m



Table of Contents

Abstract

Introduction 1

1. Chapter One: Habermas and Foucault on public discourse and
civil society

1.1 Introduction 7

1.2 Habermas on Public Opinion and Civil Society 12

1.3 Foucauldian challenges to Habermasian civil society 23

1.4 Habermas and Foucault on discourse ethics 26

1.5 Conclusion 38

2. Human Rights and Civil Society - discourses of contention and
consensus

2.1 Introduction 40

2.2 An ontological genealogy of contemporary human rights
discourses 44

2.3 Post-ontological Human Rights 59

2.3 Forms of Human Rights Discourse in Civil Society / Non­
Governmental Organisations 82

2.4 Conclusion 87

IV



3. Operationalising Communicative Activism - an analysis of
Amnesty International: Methodology and Findings

3.1 Introduction 90

3.2 Case Studies 91

3.3 The Research Subject - Amnesty International 94

3.4 Document and Archival Analysis 98

3.5 Discourse Analysis - genre, vocabulary, narrative 99

3.6 Description and Discussion of human rights discourses in
Amnesty International 108

3.7 Conclusion 128

Concluding Remarks and Remaining Questions 132

Bibliography 133

v



List of Table and Figures

Table 4.1 Genres in human rights NGO communicative activism

Table 4.2 Some genres and goals in human rights NGO 
communicative activism

Figure 3.1 Letter Writing Appeal

vi



Abstract

Presented here is a theoretical, historical and analytical position that re­
examines human rights as discursively generated cultural products, 
introducing a conceptual tool, 'communicative activism', which can be 
usefully employed to analyse and interpret forms of human rights 
discourse employed by non-governmental organisations and others who 
seek to support and promote human rights standards and practices. 
Theoretically, this is grounded in Habermasian notions of communicative 
rationality and Foucauldian notions of critique that, although usually 
positioned as contradictory, are here presented as having an important 
commonality - an emphasis on inter-discursive modes of cultural 
knowledge production and legitimisation. Historically, human rights theory 
and philosophy is positioned in a post-ontological phase, emphasising 
therefore that human rights are less 'self-evident' or pre-existing and 
therefore able to be 'recognised' than they are discursive products in an 
ongoing historical process of re-articulation. Analytically, the concept of 
'communicative activism' is provided with a suggested methodological 
framework and employed to critically engage with some aspects of 
contemporary human rights discourse through a case study of Amnesty 
International.
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