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Since their formal inception in the United Nations system post World War II, human rights have
continued to trigger intense debates: about their universal or culturally relative nature, their
emancipatory potential or their collusion with forms of economic and political domination. While
advocates and critics alike present important perspectives, they frequently base their arguments
more on ideological claims than empirical evidence. As a result debates often remain at the level of
abstract theory or political rhetoric. Is there a way we can better evaluate whether human rights truly
operate as a tool for social justice or another form of oppression? In seeking to answer this question,
in this paper I present some of the key arguments from my new book, The Socio-Political Practice of
Human Rights. By examining how human rights discourses and mechanisms have operated in
practice in three post-conflict locations - Kosovo, Sierra Leone and Sri Lanka - I identify both the
limitations of existing human rights approaches and possible sites of potential.
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