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The field | am interested in exploring here we niicgl the sociology of morality.
More particularly, of cosmopolitan morality. Theesjfic question that | want to
examine, albeit in a very preliminary way, is wisaat stake in political terms in
abandoning the claim that one’s actions are legigthby some sort of transcendent
authority.

Human rights have a complicated relationship wittharity! They are at
their best as a critique of established forms efgroand domination. Given their
modern ascendance, and influence, their own atghiernow at issue, however. In
trying to answer this conundrum, human rights havae up against a fork in the
road. Are they to be legitimated politically, apeessions of a partial view of how we
might best treat each other, or are they to bergted in morality, the practical
realisation of a Kantian-style commitment to imgaitty and disinterestedness in our
dealings with each other. My concern here is lafls thve philosophical basis of this
dilemma, as such, and more with the implicationseathing a conclusion on it for
practical, that is politically effective, morality the world. What is the cost of the
retreat from transcendence in terms of effectinged@hange? Can one drive ethical
transformation without claims to superior authodfysome sort? Isn't the likely
outcome that one ends up preaching to the convarnédacing resentment and
resistance from everyone else? What does one sag iis not saying, “this is the
right thing to do”? Does one say we would prefémnghk to be our way? Or, we think

you would prefer things our way if only you undersd properly that our way is



better for you than your way? Or even, we will mgke do things our way, and soon
you will see things our way and will have forgotteere was once another way? To
paraphrase the Lutheran theologian Dietrich Borfleogianged in 1945 by the SS
for his part in the plot to assassinate Hitler, aivls morality today for a world of
adults who no longer believe in angefs?”

Bonhoeffer's presence haunted Amnesty Internatianiéss founding in 1961.
His answer to his own question, posed about JeBust@ather than morality in his
case of course, was that one needed to get invaivibe stuff of life; helping in
prisons and on the streets, bringing compassidmetpoor and fighting injustice, if
necessary through direct political action; “puttengpoke in the wheel,” as he put it.
Amnesty has in many ways been a forty-five yeaveosation about this question of
how best to respond to the uncertain authorityoahtlations for moral, ethical or
religious beliefs. This was the same conversatianthe more traditional Christian
churches have also been having. The dilemma i® tine is listening does one keep
saying the same thing, or change the message® thinks that message is a truth,
how can one change it without doing violence to'®pgn moral convictions? This
is Amnesty’s dilemma, increasingly more acute, @ between preserving and
nurturing its symbolic moral authority, and keepailtye the spectre of transcendent
authority, or entering the political world of adwmy and sectarian campaigns.

Human rights were, from the beginning, “gravedigéor traditional forms
of authority, from politicians to priests, and patseto professors. The first established
authority they challenged was the state, of codtsgaze then moved on to other
forms of power that were considered exclusionag @wpressive — patriarchy,
religious intolerance, racial and sexual discrirtiota— then to combating the denial

of essential needs like food, water, health, empleyt, even culture, and finally, as



their spread becomes complete, into the realmrettperson-to-person relations
including those with children and between consendidults. They have no use for the
past, and are arch instruments of rationalizatiescribed by Michael Oakeshott as

follows:

[The rationalist] stands for independence of mindath occasions, for thought
free from obligation to any authority save the auitly of “reason”. His
circumstances in the modern world have made hintectious: he is the
enemy of authority, or prejudice, of the merelyditianal, customary or

habitual®

Oakeshott may have been sceptical about such atistmin the 1960s, just as Jeremy
Bentham thought the idea of natural rights was Semse on stilts” in 1789; by 2006,
however, they are an article of faith, at leastatieally, within the dominant
institutions of what we might call the systemgbdbal governance: the UN and its
agencies, the World Bank, IMF and WTO, humanitadad development NGOs,
structures of international jurisprudence, the ocaife social responsibility programs
of major multinationals, and more. The recent ¢comadf a more powerful Human
Rights Council within the UN, whose investigatoes ¢ake greater initiative in
pursuing human rights investigations against merstages, is a further step in this
direction. They are also part of the armoury of pdwi, principally Western, states.
We can see from Oakeshott’'s comment, however, lgxhet problem they face. How
does reason ground its own authority if it seekisuitd rather than destroy. This is
one of the questions that concerned Leo Straussntéllectual conscience of

neoconservatism in the United States. In the wof&ephen Holmes,



Like many others before him, Strauss believed risason, if taken to an
extreme, will somersault into unreason. Seculardmism — the worldview
underlying political liberalism — brings darknesslalestruction on humanity.
By undermining religion, secular reason leads diydo personal immorality

and political catastropHe.

Strauss’s highly elitist solution was simple — beisand reinforce existing morality,
most potently religion, but really whatever worksprder to avoid the breakdown of
order among the “unphilosophical multitude” wheaythiealize there might not be
transcendent reasons for them to conduct themsap@®priately’. The challenge to
authority of human rights has thus faced resistémee conservatives in the United
States, for example, from the 1960s onwards, asasdtom critics on the old left, in
much of the anti-Western rhetoric associated withi&n values”, and within various
prominent Islamic and Christian movements opposedddernity.

In other words, human rights may appear to be aa whose time has come,
representing as they do the pre-eminent ethicalesspn of the sense of common
humanity that our increasingly cosmopolitan woddaid to reflect. But this is
politics at the surface. The real battle, | suggeghe battle for authority, and that
takes place at a deeper level, and one that huiglatis advocates have increasingly
been reluctant to enter. | return to this quedtioefly in conclusion.

No organization has been a more effective weapo@anng down the various
ideologies that sustain claims to natural authdhign Amnesty International. It did
more than any other institution to achieve univiesaience for human rights.

Founded in 1961, at the height of the Cold Wathayear the Berlin Wall was built,



it won the 1977 Nobel Peace Prize at a time wherutR, for example, still “treated
human rights workers like the plagufeghd a year before Helsinki Watch, the
precursor to Human Rights Watch, was even foundlethesty has been the foremost
champion of “principled norms”, a highly effectit®oral entrepreneur”By 2003, it
had 1.7 million members in more than sixty coustrie

From 2002-2003, | did an anthropological study atresty’s headquarters, its
International Secretariat, in central London. Ohthe things | expected, even hoped,
to find was an answer to some of the questions¢ lnzst been posing. From where
did the seemingly assured and confident Amnesftf/citaw their sense of the
authority of human rights as guides to appropéditécal behaviour? Was it faith or
reason in action? Was this a faith that |, too|dshare? Would reason lead me to it?
Or must faith always come first? | did not, | hawesay, find a reassuring certainty
about the moral foundations of human rights, coraaf righteous confidence in
dismantling the natural authority claims of exigtimowers. What | found was almost
entirely the opposite. In simple if emotive terrAspnesty is as tormented by

guestions about its own authority, and by the @igbe idea of there being

“authority” at all as those specific authorities it has in its timmmented. Rather than

possessing a simple answer to questions aboutd@ding of human rights and why
we should observe them, an ongoing inner strugege wagmented authority has
marked its entire existence. Rather than a vangofaite future, much of what has
gone on internally is more like nostalgia for tlesp This has made it more of a sage
rather than a herald.

In what follows | shall attempt to explain why tlgsthe case, and why it is so
important that we understand Amnesty’s complicagdationship with authority. In

section 1 | briefly describe Amnesty’s core ethod working methods, and use the



French sociologist Emile Durkheim’s work on elensptforms of religious life to
explain how | think we should understand what Antyiés This section draws
heavily on the material in my book In section ask a question that fascinated me
throughout my fieldwork and still does — why Amnestpractical rules for
undertaking human rights work would come to soalpsirror Kant’'s description of
morality in his Groundwork for the Metaphysics obMls of 1795. | ask the
question: Is this reason in action? This sets tlkae for the discussion of what | call
poltical authority in section 3. Section 4 thenKsa@t the challenge from other forms

of authority.

1. Amnesty as a Church

There are two crucial things one discovers immetlisabout Amnesty’s
institutional development. One is that human rigtese not the reason for it. The
second is that it was not a cause, single-issugenested-driven group. It did not
even campaign to release the two prisoners thédutsder, perhaps somewhat
inaccurately for reasons of his own, claimed wheereason for Amnesty’s founding
in the first plac& The importance of these facts cannot be oversthteteant
Amnesty was not really a human rights NGO — it wagh more a movement for
spiritual awakening. Amnesty’s founder, Peter Besogr was on his own spiritual
guest which for him found an outlet in the facenjdistice. He drew in a wide variety
of supporters who were also, to some degree andhftwus reasons, searching for
something. Amnesty’s foundational symbol was amhetygpal Christian image, that of
the non-violent prisoner suffering on princiglBenenson, was a British lawyer from
a Russian-Jewish background who had convertediwasyears before he started

Amnesty, to Roman Catholicism. Other early staffmhers were mainly Jewish,



nonconformist Protestants, Quakers, or Catholiberd were relatively few
Anglicans, the Church of England the establishnretttis context.

Adopting non-violent prisoners, so called “prisaef conscience”, presented
no doctrinal problems for early members. Neitherttle chosen method of protest;
sending letters to governments demanding the urittomal release of such prisoners
of conscience or POCs. Yet, while the original Astgeppeal of May 1961 drew
explicit attention to 1948’s Universal DeclaratiohHuman Rights, the existence of
this customary law charter was in no meaningfuksemreason for Amnesty’s
foundation. The language of human rights, andrihétion that lay behind them,
fitted well with Amnesty’s demand that no one sluoloé imprisoned for speaking
their mind. But for Benenson, Amnesty was part baihe himself described as the
“Christian witness.” Indeed, when he thought upittea of the Amnesty Appeal, his
first act was to go into St Martin-in-the-Fieldsu@bh in London and dedicate it to the
Virgin Mary.*® In his 1983 dedication to an oral history of Amiye8enenson
described this act, adding that in his view “thevgth and influence of Amnesty
Internationalis due to the dedication, conscious or unconscioute benevolent
influence of a universal, uniting, indomitable powsually referred to as
compassion. This is the power and influence tlaieve is symbolized in the
concept of Mater Mundi** Human rights were corroboration, instrumentallgful
and timely. But Amnesty was not founded as a hurigdris organization as we
would understand that term today.

Benenson’s initial idea was simple — to instigate\aval of faith in collective
human action, based in individual conscience —gdiygithe potent symbol of

innocent suffering as a focal point to gather pedpyether. These people would all

be on what he described as a “wavelength”. Amnestyld, he hoped:



Re-kindle a fire in the minds of men. It is to givien who feels cut off
from God a sense of belonging to something grehger himself, of being

a small part of the entire human rate.

The initial ‘Appeal for Amnesty’, published in M&961, aimed:

To find a common bond upon which the idealistshefworld can co-
operate. It is designed in particular to absorbakent enthusiasm of a
great number of such idealists who have, sincetfipse of Socialism,
become increasingly frustrated...those whom the Atyn&gpeal
primarily aims to free are the men and women ingoregl by cynicism,

and doubt?

To free people imprisoned by doubt by giving therersewed sense of faith in
something that transcended ordinary political a&i@hat was Benenson’s hope. For
him human rights, an instrumental addition to l@alZor spiritual awakening, were
not to be part of a further erosion of authority &uestatement, and enactment, of the
idea that there was a meaning to life that was hewgveryday, mundane existence.
That “morality” existed somehow outside or beyonese profane moorings. That
Amnesty was a messenger for a message, and theageewas timeless and
ahistorical. This is a position that the human tsginovement has all but abandoned.
It has become highly pragmatic, human rights nowaaded on the basis of their

functional attractions in delivering particular sd@oods for specific social groups.

This movement, for political authorityyas come to be increasingly influential within



Amnesty where it has, unsurprisingly, encounterexté resistance from the
proponents of what | call moral authority

The political context for Amnesty, a new kind ot&d movement, was the
lingering aftermath of the Second World War anditiense stand off of the Cold
War. But the deeper context was what Peter Beyawidg on Niklas Luhman, calls
“globalizing modernity”, the defining feature of weh was a certain scepticism about
traditional authorities and especially growing dadam. This is the rationalism that
so irked Oakeshott, as all conservatives from EdiBurke onwards. Globalizing
modernity presented the established Christian Chwith a dilemma — it asked of it
the question: What have you got to offer? Salv&iArgood time? Why do we need
you, a complete inversion of the usual orderingBashoeffer put it, everything was
getting along without god and just as well as bef@ne early Amnesty member, the
influential Bishop of Woolwich in London, John Rabon, wrote a book called
Honest to Gogdin which he argued that it would be a good id#etlie Church to stop
using the word “God” for an entire generation. Tégmtiment was representative of
what | call in the book “religionless Christianity.

What should we conclude from all of the above? Hranhesty was as much
about authority as change. It wasn't looking tdtiar erode faith in transcendental
principles but to re-establish them on firmer gruhhis helped empower human
rights as they began their political assault onvisible sovereignty, the idea that the
state was the sole authority when it came to tbpgrtreatment of its citizens.

How was Amnesty’s moral authority built? It begathwhese spiritual
yearnings, but its religiosity came much more fribw® sense of shared purpose and
life-saving work that grew amongst its early s&ifl members. It adopted human

rights as moral scaffolding, not as foundationg,tbay became increasingly



important as Amnesty went with the flow, realizihgt the language of renewed
spirituality and a transcendent moral authorityeokis religion was just as much a
victim of the globalizing modernity that human riglexemplified as the natural
authority of the state, of parents and professodspmliticians, as well as of priests.

Amnesty pursued the release of POCs, then thetmassé torture and the
death penalty. It pursed these causes increasimgie language of rights. The search
for authority therefore went hand in hand with #uéive promotion of human rights
via the symbolic presence of the suffering innoc€&hts was a time when human
rights were lonely voices in the wilderness, rathan the ubiquitous ethical claims
with which we are familiar today. The very natufdéh® organisation Benenson
envisaged — one in which any detainee could besa foat Amnesty, and any person
could join — meant initial members didn’t share aopstantive personal qualities,
objective identity traits, or common interests. feheouldn’t be recourse to the claim
that Amnesty was somehow representing their inte@sreflective of their identities.
Human rights came to fill this gap. Slowly, the sewnf a spiritual quest, the
religiosity of intense collaborative work on deatid suffering, and the growing
power of human rights language, was fused in Any'esiorking principles which
all sought to consolidate the notion of a spacew@s somehow separate from
worldly concerns.

What gave moral authority to Amnesty’s demands mas this fusion, that is,
its claim to be speaking not for any particulartisan point of view but for timeless
principles; that its view was neutral and impartialother words. That it was, in
Thomas Nagel’s phrase, a “view from nowheYeTo do this, it had to be able to
demonstrate that it didn’t represent any interadtthat its concerns were universal. It

needed to create the idea that it was a messeagarmessage, that it was simply
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conveying what was right, and what its audiencenktzebe right. All trace of
subjectivity was to be expunged. We can see thigalearly in its operating
procedures.

From the start, Amnesty adopted a series of wgrkaethods that emphasized
its role as an intermediary between morality amdpople at large. These abstracted
from any qualities it might have, making it a cipheekind of invisible transmission
mechanism. The first sets of rules concerned whhanésty would work on. It set
itself against saying anything critical of any magias such, racist, fascist, communist
or capitalist. It would complain about the way widuals were treated within those
regimes, but not about the regimes themselves whiobk to be a “political” issue.

Its principal concern was the POC, although thiskwater expanded to include the
death penalty, torture, disappearances and exdiaigliexecutions. The most
important fact about a POC was that he, and lespiéntly she, most have neither
been violent nor advocated violence. The Chrisdieetype was therefore embedded
from the first, idea of a kind of existential inreoce reflecting an intuition that if
someone had not advocated violence, then there beuho legitimate reason for
restraining or harming them. Both of these decisi@gainst politics, for POCs —
came to a head almost immediately in the case HoNeMandela. Amnesty would
not, at the time, criticize Apartheid, viewing & a political question, and it could not
adopt Mandela because of his support for violesistance. It decided instead to
extend its work into the areas of fair procesdiffiats and decent prison conditions as
a way to be able to lobby on behalf of ANC pris@ndihis complex internal lore, as
it evolved and was interpreted and reinterpretethaltime, came to be codified in a
legendary document called the Mandate. It was #agast thing to a stone tablet for

Amnesty staff and members.
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The next set of rules concerned maintaining inglégt between the Cold war
blocs. This entailed that groups — small collectiohAmnesty members who joined
together to raise money for POCs and their famihesl to write and send letters to
them and their governments — would receive threesto work on, one from the
West, one from the East, and one what we woulaalbthe South. This structure
quite deliberately mirrored the Holy Trinity, foeBenson. This idea of “balance”
soon came to be reflected in every area of Amngsigrk. Annual report entries did
not explicitly rank a country’s human rights perfance, column inches devoted to
each country were monitored, number of cases frach eountry checked, as was the
composition of Amnesty’s International Executiven@uittee. All were scrutinized
so that Amnesty could continue to claim that it hadnterests. Later, an even more
elaborate rule developed. Called Work on Own Cquatt’VOOC, it prevented
nationals of one country from doing research orgagning on that country. In some
cases, it even prevented them from doing work erctiuntry of their partner, as well.

These formal rules were backed by more implicinmothat eventually
became rules for preparing reports. One was thanmative language was to be used.
The style of reporting would be sober, a literéélleng of a POC’s story and calls for
his or her release. There were to be no adjectiwveslverbs, nothing that would
smack of passion or emotion. Then there was adostapprovals process, whereby
any reports, press release or communiqué for pabhsumption was to go through
numerous hands and be subject to minute and dektaitlecism. Even as more direct
campaigning techniques developed, like the UrgemtioA Network that was
designed to try to get a potential torture victeteased immediately, the same

approvals process had to be followed.
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These developments created, unsurprisingly, @msat and perfectionist
culture amongst the small coterie of dedicatedreéstaff. Their work became more
like a calling. They came to codify and monitor ggieince with the various methods
and procedures necessary to maintain Amnesty’seraa@n institution that
somehow stood outside, above, and beyond politidssaciety and spoke simply for
the truth. It was a spokesperson for, and a tratenaf, moral knowledge. While the
day to day work was ostensibly about releasingopess and pressuring governments,
Amnesty’s success in reality began to accumulaieeable store of moral authority,
capped by the Nobel Peace Prize. In terms of Bemén§irst hope, a renewed sense
of spirituality, it is not clear whether the dispte collection of Amnesty members
shared anything, even core moral beliefs, beyosidjaing members of Amnesty. In
terms of the second, a strong sense evolved of Atyisespecial mission as a steward
of the substance of moral authority, a kind of giigr of this buried treasure that the
POC, his case publicized in the name of humansjdhit not because his human
rights were being denied, literally embodied. lborsthis that | based my argument
that we shouldn’t think of Amnesty as a human 8gRGO, but more as a Church. In
appreciating the moral power that came from a plad separation between the stuff
of the everyday and the idea of glimpsing a trandeatal truth, it unwittingly but
effectively followed the route that Emile Durkheargued lay at the root of all social
life.

For Durkheim, religion was:

A unified system of beliefs and practices relatvsacred things, that is

to say, things set apart and surrounded by probtsit— beliefs and
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practices that unite its adherents in a single htm@amunity called a

church®®

Integral to religion was a division between two ldsr the sacredhere communal
identity and one’s place within it was reaffirmead the profandghe world of day-
to-day existence. All religions must keep theselegapart for if the profanity
pollutes the sacred, the renewal of the societybeilimpossible. This line, between
sacred and profane, is also key to the boundavydset moral and political authority.
This sense of the sacred emerged, for Durkheimehndollective life reaches a
certain degree of intensity it awakens religiousutiht”, creating a “state of

effervescence®® This effervescence is based in faith, at first; bu

Men cannot celebrate ceremonies for which theynsemtionale, nor
accept a faith they cannot understand. To spread simply to maintain

it, one must justify it — in other words, generattéheory of it/

Reason disciplines and rationalizes faith. Thishgre human rights enter the picture.
At first simply useful supports, they now took oweam un-theorized faith and
became the reference point for why Amnesty did with@ditl. For Durkheim, faith was
a “predisposition for belief which precedes progésid] leads the intelligence to
bypass the inadequacy of logical reasons,” allowingndividual to make the “leap to
believe” that is “precisely what constitutes faiéimd it is faith that gives authority to
rites in the believer’s view.” A search for authgyiin essence and in practice, a
theorization of the faith on which that authoritaswriginally based, the

transformation of these intuitions about what weghtrand just into the more formal
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language of rights, and eventually the emergenseict a powerful body of
international human rights law that foundationa¢sfions no longer needed to be
addressed — this has been Amnesty’s trajectoryreuas then no nedd to go back to
faith. These organisational realities were a stready indication that Amnesty would
spend as much time concerned with its inner lifé a®uld helping to free prisoners.
In both its critique of established political autity, i.e., the state, and its internal
contest over who had legitimate authority, a cdritest continues to this day,
Amnesty provided and provides ample evidence dftjos important the whole
guestion of proper authority has been to its eristelt sought to create in practical
terms an anchorage from which it could claim tcegpier the truth. To be taken

seriously, it needed an authority that could bé aasieutral, impartial, disinterested.

2. Amnesty and Kant

In this section, about Amnesty’s moral authoritwdnt to take this further by
addressing a puzzle about moral authority. Thetguress, why would Amnesty’s
working methods, and self-understanding, of whiehsaw something in section 1,
have come to resemble so strongly Kant's argunfentsie foundations of morality?
It is clear what kind of argument will be attraetitor Kantians. One that says that of
course, by right reasoning, in practical terms,ualhat was required to give
Amnesty’s ethical claims their proper form, theulesvould be similar because that is
what morality is, and Kant famously gave it its mn&sccinct, if controversial,
exposition. Is Amnesty a practical application @ritian reasoning? Did Amnesty
work out what Kant worked out because it reasorsdaeadid that morality, to be
morality, must have certain logical characteristigyone whose reasoning was right

would reach similar conclusions. It is importansay that in Amnesty’s case that
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there was no explicit effort at reasoning througbim a detached or impartial, even
objective, viewpoint, what working methods ought Beey evolved through an
intuitive understanding that “the case for Amnestg one early staff member put it,
beginning with the idea of the non-violent POC,alwed a kind of detachment and
paring away of all judgements that could be critidjas subjective, partial, interested,
and the like.

But the parallels are stronger and more instructivest notably in Amnesty’s
understanding that what gave its cause its powsritw@rounding in a spirit or faith
that transcended time and space. This was trutdusenterests, and Amnesty was not
an interest group. This is the essence of its naarddority, and it has been highly
effective. The dominant understanding of humantsigiwes its symbolic power to
this notion of moral authority. The problem, aswi# see, is that it creates precisely
the kind of assumption of natural authority thay&es “globalizing modernity” — the
rational and systematic unpicking of existing sbitations — takes as its target. As
Kant has suffered, so has Amnesty’s claim to beeahauthority, except amongst
the declining numbers of true believers. Beyer ta@ed that in the world of
globalizing modernity, institutions that claimedfaarity need to be able to
demonstrate a kind of superior functional perforogabased on particular expertise.
Grand claims and grand gestures no longer inwtg,tand therefore willingness to be
obligated, but simply foster suspicion. Modernzgtis become sovereign consumers
of ideas, and what to know what any given idea heaye to offer them. They
consume ethics. Amnesty established working prlasifhat were non-contingent
and which defied convention and fashion, but tbheklincreasingly out of place as a

result.

16



There are at several overlapping aspects of Kangsment for the logical
foundations of morality that mirror Amnesty’s wangi principles: non-contingency,
transcendence, the categorical imperative, disstedness, the kingdom of ends, and
the notion of self-legislation. For Kant, these /parts of an argument about the
necessary structure of morality. Amnesty was awmtement, faith acting through
reason, of those principles. I'll briefly outlineakt’s claims, link them to Amnesty’s
institutional evolution, and finish this section $lyowing how this leads into a
broader argument about the link between humangigihd moral authority. Let’s
begin with universality and transcendent@he truth of morality, if there is a truth to

morality, requires that:

we cannot refuse to admit that the [moral] lawfisuch broad significance
that it holds not merely for men but for all ratedtreings as such; we must
grant that it must be valid with absolute necessityd not merely under
contingent conditions and with exception. For withat right could we bring
into unlimited respect something that might bedvalnly under contingent
human conditions? And how could laws of the deteation of our will be
held to be laws of the determination of the willaoly rational being whatever
and of ourselves in so far as we are rational lsgifighey were merely
empirical and did not have their origin completalgriori in pure, but

practical, reason (258-259).

And as Kant later says of moral concepts:
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In the purity of origin lies their worthiness targe us as supreme practical
principles, and to the extent that something erogiiis added to them, just
this much is subtracted from their genuine inflleeaad from the unqualified

worth of actions (261).

This could stand as a motto for Amnesty. Puritpegin — what | have called in
sociological terms sacredness — combined with ansén to anything from the realm
of the empirical that might pollute both the effigaand the worth of Amnesty’s

work. Morality — the ultimate secular set of demsod us to act in ways that don’t
necessarily accord with our interests and incloreti— to be accorded the title
“morality” must, for Kant, provide reasons that d¢hébr everyone, equally, for all
time. And, furthermore, the reason these reas@aeobligations for us has nothing
to do with any facet of human nature or experiesrogesire. We can lead a sheltered
life, or one of unrestrained hedonism, and if weson correctly we will come to the
same answer as each other.

Universal and equal application is the core ofdbetrine of human rights, of
course, and Amnesty is not unusual in being tiad tocreates obligations that
transcend any one person'’s life situation, and esiges human equality. What Kant
is saying, however, is that there can be no exgegtio this, and that the reason it
binds us is that its authority has nothing to dthvimow things are, have been, or
could be in the world. Nothing we need, want, migénefit from, and so on, has any
relevance whatsoever to whether or not a presgngtr acting in a certain way is
moral or not. One can’t draw strength from thisasnterest group. Morality is the
right answer to how we should live if only we hothesnswer the question. Non-

contingency, the pursuit, if not the realisatiohcoherence and logical consistency
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became a supreme principle for Amnesty. It fougirtiio avoid making exceptions,
especially to its core principles, and it is figigfistill. It sought to avoid any choices
at all — anything that would soil the purity of tideal with the introduction of profane
concerns. This was a signal that Amnesty’s autheatne from truth, and this
created a reputation that bolstered the very idagthere as a truth.

These ideas were integral to the categorical iatper, Kant’'s most famous
moral idea. The categorical imperative command® @€t not in terms of what might
be achieved by that action, but because it isitie thing to do whatever the result
might be (263-264). It takes us back to the casgnagcontingency. For a
hypothetical imperative, if the end changes so doe®bligation on us to act in a
certain way (267). We work out what this imperatigquires by following the rule:
“Act only according to that maxim by which you cainthe same time will that it
should become a universal law” (268).

This was reinforced by various other ideas. Takmtérestedness, for
example. Kant is adamant that only action from dnot through inclination or self-
interest, qualifies as moral (253). Amnesty woubd meet his requirement in the
narrow sense that not only should acts be donedard with the law, but because of
the law. It is hard to see how any institution taetis in the world could do so by
taking an interest in the sense of moving fromralesto specific concerns (in
Bernard Williams’ terms, from the third person he first personj? But Amnesty’s
moral authority has depended heavily on the idatitihas no self-interest in arguing
for a particular course of action, acting on bebélbthers with whom it has no direct
tie of interest or identity beyond membership ia titimate abstraction, “humanity”.
And it is clear that even though Amnesty, at fouimag was “inclined” to help, and

that for Kant this would give such action no mawairth, a certain level of
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deprivation and suffering amongst Amnesty staffrawae has, in effect, worked
against happiness. It is clear from a year's exypguthe International Secretariat
that happiness isn’t high on anyone’s list of pties.

Next comes the idea of the realm of ends:

In the realm of ends everything has either a poica dignity Whatever has a

price can be replaced by something else as itvalguit; on the other hand,
whatever is above all price and therefore admitscoéquivalent, has dignity

(277).

The realm of ends is that of morality, where eaefspn should “treat himself and all
others never merely as means, but in every cabe aame time as an end in himself”
(276). Reinforcing the need to act without regards consequences is this idea that
people must not be used to achieve ones endsgaed such that their well-being is
as important a consideration as one’s own. Thisihadmnesty’s case, gone as far as
to in some ways undermine the needs of stafferagbbres. It has made it difficult,
for example, to separate out where one’s own needs and where meeting
another’s ends cease, especially when the neestherfs are seemingly endless.
Moreover, what we see in Amnesty culture over tisngn antipathy not just to money
that reflects a degree of suspicion about the rabtims of those for whom money is a
motive. Money seems to commaodify suffering. Thispism about money reflects

a sense that the victims have no price. It oftexl$anto a reluctance to be
accountable for the spending of the money on teslihat this is somehow a profane
request. A final aspect is self-legislation, whe®an end in himself, a rational being

is:
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destined to be a lawgiver in the realm of end% frem all laws of nature and

obedient only to those laws which he himself gi{&&3).

In a 2003 report by Amnesty on its future “imagiie following quotation bears this

out nicely:

The [basic] principles have their foundation inteating the image and
reputation of Amnesty International. It is Al's igaand reputation that
have made it a potent force in support of humalntsigrhe focus of this

statement is on protecting that image.

The values underlying the image began with: Imphtyi, independence, credibility

and consistency. The document is clear that Al ‘esgkdgements according to its

own values and principles”, that “Al's decisionglaactions cannot be bought,” and
that “everything Al does can be explained by refeeeto its own values and

processes.” Under credibility, the report says:

What Al says can be believed because Al has said #ays only what it
knows to be true, and therefore supports its datssand actions by

proper and adequate reseafth.

Amnesty takes its lead from its own moral reasonihgought, or at least what | call

“keepers of the flame” sought, to avoid taking amyelse’s word for it. They had to

witness. They had to replenish their authority bing there, or at least hearing about
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it first hand. | do not want to argue that Amnastexplicitly Kant in action. But why
are they so similar? Because, | suggest, bothaeekchorage that is outside the
world of lived reality. For Kant it is reason, fAmnesty is practical reason in the
service of faith. Moral authority cannot be moratheority unless it has a grounding
beyond the empirical facts of everyday life. Wed#twee main candidates for this:
nature, god, and reason. Amnesty was a strangggamation of all three, attaching
itself to the idea of natural rights, faith in tszendent meaning, and the logic of
reasoning in terms of what would work in persuaditeges to release prisoners and
members to support them. It knew its own authawisag the issue, not the ends it
sought. Faith in it, belief even, was not instrutaémot about how many POCs were
released but about truth. The wavelength was addfiqpdugging into the universe.
This is all changing, of course. Amnesty is noweakto be more accountable
and transparent. It is asked to provide the grouthés‘proof”, of its authority, even
by newer staff and members, a sure sign that thihbaty is ebbing away. Fewer and
fewer of its supporters will “surrender their priggudgement and simply trust that
Amnesty is right, and act on that basis withoutartaking their own search. Amnesty
is being asked to show its results, to acceptitbatan rights do not function in the
same way for all, and that they often serve as rapbways for specific identity
groups to realize their interests. We can takesit@anple’s of gay rights, women'’s
rights, and now abortion rights. At a book launast Wweek | was asked why Amnesty
had been so slow to take up the rights of Romeaeliexrs in Eastern Europe.
Amnesty’s accumulation of moral authority undermsiits ability to generate political
authority, and vice-versa. This is a fatal bindgmdially. Furthermore, its principled
attachment to the sacred has resulted in a refeofiaspects of the profane world —

money, family, time constraints, people’s gendet @te — that need addressing if it
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is to survive in the concrete everyday world whergn era of challenges and
increasing competition, it actually lives. Its nevembers talk of “advocacy, not
impartiality,” and of using human rights to effecicial transformations, not just
protect certain negative freedoms from being ero8sdne experienced staffer put

it,

| can only see human rights as an overwhelminggtthat invades your
personal sphere as well as the political sphégealifout radical structural
changes. In the way societies are governed...andlesaay you live your

life.??

Critics of this approach accuse it of abandoniageputation for reliability. Rather
than holding on to its carefully nurtured moralterity, Amnesty’s internal
contestation now includes a constituency for beagmnore active in that world, by
spending that authority. This has two dimensioos)eswho want Amnesty to be
involved in more “political” campaigns, and oth@rko want it to cash in, in more
literal terms, on its reputation by marketing is&nd” on merchandise and other
through other forms of endorsement. This is seqragmatic, useful, relevant (a
word loathed by some of those who still jealouskamgl moral authority).

This pragmatism affects Al deeply but it is anatheo the core ethos.
International law, the positive laws of nationsywnsupplants the need for
foundational authority that is seen as conservatnecumbersome. Human rights are
now, in effect, agreed ethical principles for redguig human conduct. The faith one
needed is now no longer necessary — one just poitite relevant human rights

treaty or convention. This descent from imperiousrsight has greatly empowered
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Amnesty in its ability to be more attuned to theafic complaints of certain social
groups. The virtues of this pragmatism, the fumtiof human rights, and scepticism
about the search for a grounding, are all subjdetise up in section 3. In section 4,
we then return to Amnesty and ask what has be¢nvidsthe end of the search for

transcendence.

3. Human Rights and Authority

Nothing could better illustrate the shift away fromoral authority — or rather
the one-shot spending of it — than Amnesty calw@ntanamo Bay the “gulag of our
times.” It took sides against the US governmend, @sed a deeply emotive and
accusatory phrase to do so. Modern human rightsigie don’'t see much need for
this grounding any more. What they want to achieae all be done through the
authority of international law and the functionaks of human rights as political
tools. The retreat from transcendence is seerbasm@not a cost of change in the
human rights world.

Peter Jones explains what is at stake, what thgedani the retreat from

transcendence is, as follows:
Rights which claim a moral foundation are subjecalt of the doubts and
difficulties that characterise any moral positigvhen people are in dispute
about what is morally right, there is no straightfard equivalent to the

statute book to which they can turn in order t@hestheir differences.

He goes on:
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Human rights as moral rights cannot therefore biarsaof indisputable truth;
they must be controversial in the way that any iinooaition is

controversiaf®

Nevertheless, the fact that there is a pluralitjusfifications for human rights, rather
than a “single uncontroversial theory,” does notJjones’ view, undermine them. The
variety of potential groundings for human rightsdigcusses are: natural law and
natural rights, self-evidence, human worth, mogarecy, contracts, self-ownership,
goods, consequences, freedom and autorf8ifiis pluralism is a sign of strength
for some who feel it widens the variety of argunsehiat can be used for why human
rights claims are justified. Most importantly, thegim the illusion, for that's all is
was, is already gone. There is simply no way it@¢au should be rebuilt.

For Michael Ignatieff, the turn from moral authgrio politics is to be

welcomed. He says, in what appears to be a dihattemge to the Amnesty legacy:

Human rights activism likes to portray itself anaarti-politics, in defense of
universal moral claims designed to delegitimizelitpal” (i.e., ideological or
sectarian) justifications for the abuse of humainde In practice, impartiality
and neutrality are just as impossible as univexsdlequal concern for
everyone’s human rights. Human rights activism rsdaking sides,
mobilizing constituencies powerful enough to foateisers to stop. As a
consequence, effective human rights activism is\dda be partial and

political 2°

Later on he goes further:

25



Human rights is misunderstood...if it is seen asegtar religion.” It is not a
creed; it is not a metaphysics. To make it so tsito it into a species of
idolatry: humanism worshipping itself. Elevatingetinoral and metaphysical
claims made on behalf of human rights may be irgdnid increase its
universal appeal. In fact, it has the oppositectfimising doubts among
religious and non-Western groups who do not happde in need of Western

secular creed?.

This pragmatism has received its most consistgmiession in the work of Richard
Rorty for whom the necessary abandonment of whagimes “human rights
foundationalism” would allow for the project of senental educatioA’ At the centre
of this argument is the idea of a “human rightdurel’, a liberal democratic way of
life that he hopes can be spread through conversdiut always one that in historical
terms may be contingent and fleeting.

For these authors, and many others, the burdproof is on those who would
keep foundationalism. Rorty believes we are rehidia jettison it because otherwise
all we have to go on is an appeal to the good eaitithe rich and powerful and their

propensity to be “nice” rather than to follow themal law?® As he says:

It is revolting to think that our only hope for aaknt society consists in
softening the self-satisfied hearts of a leisues€l We want moral progress to
burst up from below, rather than waiting patieritly condescension from the
top. The residual popularity of Kantian ideas afi¢anditional moral

obligation” — obligation imposed by deep ahistorimancontingent forces —
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seems to me almost entirely due to our abhorremcihé idea that the people
on top hold the future in their hands, that thefetdepends on them, that

there is nothing more powerful to which we can a@bpgainst therfi’

The refusal to let go of foundationalism is attatHer Rorty to this resentment that
only through sentimental education, of the ricloum own societies and of non-rights
observers in other societies, is a lingering ddsir@urity, for a combination of self-
mastery and self-sufficiené.The advent of the human rights culture obviates th
need for this. But this sets up a more politicdtlbdetween liberal norms and the
rest, a battle that we may see the US as fightovg n

The loss of belief in foundationalism is not a waass but a strength for these
pragmatists. It makes rights more flexible, openipga way of spreading them that
doesn’t rely on convincing others of their truthdaon conversion, but of achieving
behavioural change by a variety of means, sentiaheducation being one, self-
interest being another. Human rights ceases tdbetaruth, and moral obligation,
and becomes about political and social strugglés iBhoften how human rights have
actually worked, its critics outside the West anguihat in fact in their areas of the
world Amnesty has achieved very little. In South éroa for example, the idea of
rights was so successful because it was a lanquetieer of the left nor the right,
giving those resisting the American-backed militdigtatorships of the 1970s and
1980s a way to articulate their grievances thatatame and the same time effective
in the West and hard to pin down as openly sotidtisnproved the prospects of
solidarity. The argument that rights were impairtinais had political efficacy in this
case; the question of whether or not they reallgevibmpartial was to all intents and

purposes irrelevant.
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In Africa, arguments for civil and political righhave been an important part
of the demands made by opposition movements agaigistown dictatorships, while
calls for social and economic rights have beenmiateadvocating better terms of
trade and moral development aid from the West.r(tttese rights are for very
specific things: better healthcare access, eqealrtrent under divorce law, or
recognition of native ownership of land. They anaracterised by an implicit appeal
to transcendent principles combined with a dembatthese rights be formalised in
legal terms, and then monitored for compliance.

This raises two crucial questions with which | winconclude this section.
The first is the mismatch between what is impliad what is said. Does the political
account of human rights, and their success as asisawhich to achieve concrete
social and political gains, reliant neverthelessaonnmplicit idea that they are in some
more transcendent sense true? Thus, the role oksiynmas been to establish this
deep-seated cultural norm that what backs humétsrig an insight that they are not
contingent but real; that they are in some sengealal think Amnesty comes to
look like Kant because it is trying to establistnatural” anchorage. As Daston and

Vidal put it,

The natural is synonymous with the self-evidentiding habit with duty. The
“is” and “ought” blur together, despite strenuoti®®s to hold them apart.
Nature’s order seems to reconcile autonomy andiebee, the strait and
narrow path to virtue with the lazy path of leasistance. Hence the steady
tug of nature authority, despite centuries of dpsegued criticism. “Doing

what comes naturally” holds out the dream, of #léanforcing rule®
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If we all abandon the claim to something beyondetmpirical “is”, if no one is doing
the labour of building a resource that one can dyavor transcendence, then over
time isn’t the political argument for change simgdigarmed of much of its power.
The claim to transcendent authority of some satiire or reason, if god is
irreplaceable, has a simplicity, a motivating foritet can also generate collective
action. The language of truth has to be a power&dpon. Amnesty, through its
imperious separation and manifest self-sacrifies, ¢treated the impression of a truth
that is the source of moral authority from whichnypamplicitly and unconsciously,
have taken strength.

The second is the relationship between creatingnpeession of access to
truth, and the question of whether they may or matyactually be such a truth. The
need for at least some sense that there is an arsar@cial to creating the conditions
in which the conversation can take place, whethatr ¢conversation about how we
might live is that of Rawls, Habermas, or RortywH begin this conversation with the
lack of anything which stands beyond rectificatimna wholly political world, then
some of the urgency is lost and the tension betwleepeople and the state or
community as a collective that transcends timeoiseg How will we search if we
think there may be no destination? Doesn't thisiteréhe kind of world Hobbes saw
the state as the answer to? All nations do theymbols that create the community as
a meaningful entity beyond the life spans of ang set of particular people. They do
it through flags, rituals and ceremonies, histdnietellings and so forth. Conservative
movements have always sought to embed these sywbodsitinuity, and have often
been suspicious of rationalisation as a result.&3sence of conservatism is, it is ain’t

broke, don’t fix it. In the final section, | willay a few brief remarks about this.
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Section 4: Amnesty and Authority

The most prominent conservative critique of tlghts movement in the
Western world comes from the United States. Itsifpr policy variant, with which
Max Kampelman, whose names graces this lectuessigciated of course, has in
both the 1970s and more successfully in the e®008 argued for a more militarised
and muscular spreading of the doctrines of so-¢édliberal” or democratic values.
There is an irony here, of course, in that to Hieda “liberal” within the United
States is a political insult. This is for the siepéason, surely, that the liberal nature
of the United States political and legal systerseien as such a natural fact that it is
beyond question, meaning that the word “liberali ba reserved for those who seem
lax when it comes to social and moral values, shmgtwhich America as a whole is
decidedly conservative about. It is also why humghts can be an element of
neoconservative foreign policy while the Unitedt&saas a whole retains a principled
exceptionalism to its own inclusion under this uetlar* It is this domestic social
conservatism that briefly interests me here. Itlmaiseen at its strongest in efforts to
elect Supreme Court justices, termed “originalistgiose aim is to return the court
to as literal and narrow a reading of the Ameri€amstitution as possibfé.The
most high profile conservative to be proposed lier$upreme Court was Robert Bork
whose nomination was defeated in a blaze of acynaonl publicity under Ronald
Reagan. He was superseded eventually by the equoaiBervative if less forthright
Justice Clarence Thomas. But the most influenfitthe originalists is Justice
Antonin Scalia, for whom the proper function of arStitution is to “rigidify things.”
His strongest ire is reserved for the term “lividgnstitution,” meaning one that
should be interpreted flexibly given changing tipeesd what he sees as the

“invention” of bogus new rights like “the right firivacy.”* The Constitution says
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nothing about a right to abortion, and nothing tevent states using the death
penalty, and that for Scalia is the beginning amdl @ the matter. At the core of the
conservative movement is the idea that once traditiauthority has been established,
and concrete historical individuals have found wiayget on with each other, then
this social capital is to be protected and guardéeére is wisdom in the past, but also
the longevity of certain institutions in maintaigisocial order and promoting certain
ways of life is also testament to their value. Tikiall destroyed by too much
rationalism. For the rationalists, the questiowliwse preferred way of life; if it is
embedded in a social order they find unjust andeggive, then the fact that it has
been this way for a while or is written in a higlelsteemed legal tract says nothing in
its favour.

For conservatives, the deployment of reason igtrex here. Acquired
historical wisdom and working mechanisms are thrower by the rationalist — that is
the deployer of reason — in the mistaken belief tiere can be perfection and
uniformity.>> Opponents of rationalism have other argumentsaod,not all
conservative. They can claim that human rights @todal capital, can’t substitute for
thick social obligations, fail to generate emotioc@mmitment or connection, and are
far from easy to understand when one moves frouaitioh to enactment. This is
where Strauss would come in, against opening pctim of worms at all.

Once one has authority one hangs on to it. It ioesturtured, protected,
entrenched. Conservatives understand this. Histanygo backwards as well as
forwards. It doesn’t have that Hegelian teleolobtrave of thesis, antithesis,
synthesis. We are always two steps away from teeipice. The new Amnesty some,
many, seek to make would have no sympathy with Bus the old Amnesty,

sceptical about many if not most of the socialugs conservatives support,

31



nevertheless, understands that authority in andelf is a valuable resource one
meddles with at ones peril. Despite their adveasaeiationship, what Amnesty
recognised was that to generate obligation — tilengmess to go against ones
inclinations and desires, and even against ondsewjsn the service of something
greater than oneself — one had to have a fundahuadeee of trust in the authority.
Both understand what Durkheim was talking aboutat without a sense of the
sacred, of things set apart, the renewal of soietpmes impossible. Rights already
work at a disadvantage — they need to make thefoas@ inclusive morality whereas
difference can be a powerful engine for the coreséres, emphasising the attractions
of one way of life and the need to retain its ueigess and specificity by contrast
with another way of life. But both are concernethvdeep authority. The move into
modern human rights — relevant, partial, campairiis to disavow this struggle.
And this leaves much potential in the hands ofcthreservatives, who are thriving
where the rationalists, the liberals, have createdid in terms of simple,
comprehensible messages of meaning. What symbad\dicates of the new world
order have to refer to in creating that senseradtaral authority that is one of the
most important but intangible aspects of power? gdwer of reason, it seems to me,
in the abstract is hopeless. But Amnesty had gésetssome authority in this way.

But it couldn’t generate political allegiance.dtabout non-identity and the stuff of
social power is identity. Whatever rights say, arhtever their specific problems,
their inability to generate authority by undertakihis new more engaged politics is a
potentially fatal error. It will leave them, adreéquently does with liberalism,
appealing to people’s interests, rather than aesehsomething greater than

themselves.
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Amnesty’s founders understood that they needed tharethis. To be able to
generate belief, they needed authority. This istwi@aPOC seemed to provide, a
kind of moral fact. Human rights hijacked this. T$ezular religiosity came not from
human rights but from the accumulation of morahatty. Amnesty looks more like
Kant, not because it had a reasoned philosophiogg, but because it sought to
maintain foundations that were timeless and ahésibrAuthority is performed,
through witnessing, reporting, suffering.

Most of all, this early work created authority #amnesty, and therefore for
the formerly influential conception of human riglisa kind of truth, traversing the
ages, through time and place, something that haalyal been true just unrealised or
undiscovered. This was the very opposite of praggmatThey transcended non-
contingent and logical truth. This was as poweafiihuthority could get, albeit in
faith unlike Kant’s in reason.

If we lose the sense of a possible transcendeneeadnservatives are left with
more powerful tools in their armoury. The languafi@ationalism is theirs. How can
rights match this? By claiming to represent a deapéh? Which battle are human
rights in, for surface social change or deeperail? Perhaps, like a pendulum the
right is back to fighting the battle it lost in th860s. In the arsenal of things that you
want to be able to say, truth is a powerful idean Gberals really fight the good fight

without it?

! The definition of authority | am using is rougtay follows: To have authority is to
possess the capacity to generate the feeling arothat what you, as an authority,

are saying, properly gives rise to effective reasamd or obligations that they should
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recognize and observe. | know this definition isffam uncontentious, especially the
word “feeling”. What is the role of “reason” herB® we recognize an authority
because it speaks to feelings we already possessa 2ason create a feeling? |
don’t think anything in my argument turns on itathhere is something we recognize
as authority that is more powerful than persuasiareating beliefs or reasons for
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