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The Right to Humanity

On the night of September 11th, 1990, Myrna
Mack Chang, a social anthropologist and
human rights worker, let herself out of her
darkened o ce in downtown Guatemala City
a erworking late into the evening.

At the time, Myrna was defying the oligarchy and U.S.-backed
military machine in Guatemala to document the long and
murderous campaign of terror they conducted against the
Mayan peasants of her country. For this crime of resistance,
their thugs came out of the shadows on this cold, wet night,
and with their long knives savagely cut Myrna down in the
street, two blocks from the National Palace. It took almost
15 years, and a relentless national and international campaign,
before itwas nally acknowledged by the government in
2004 that the assassins were agents of the state working within
the Presidential Guard.

Inter Pares supported the work of Myrna’s organization,
but we were unable to shield her from the risks she took.

e price Myrna paid for her commitment to human rights
was devastating and cruel. Unfortunately, this is neither
unique nor rare. Nor is the threat diminishing. According to
the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), in
2005 a total of 117 human rights workers were murdered
around the world, 47 of them in Colombia alone, a country
where Inter Pares is intimately engaged. “We have seen an
increase in repression against defenders of human rights,
people who denounce arbitrary rule at the cost of their own
life and security,” says FIDH president Sidiki Kaba. Concern-
ing Burma, where Inter Pares is also involved, the report
concludes that, “the degree of repression is so high that there
are no independent human rights monitors.”

Why would Myrna Mack put her life on the line in the
way she did? She had received death threats and she knew
from the fate of others that these threats were serious. Our
experience with Myrna and many other human rights
defenders is that such advocates, working in very speci ¢
contexts, do not risk their lives merely for an abstract
principle — “human rights” — but for a concrete idea: an idea
about what it is to be human, and what it means to be
de-humanized. ey take the risk because they nd it
personally intolerable that the humanity of others is debased.

ey cannot live with such inhumanity, and are willing to
risk their own lives to prevent it.
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Guatemala Human rights defender, Myrna Mack Chang (left) shortly
before she was murdered.

As Salvador Allende — assassinated on another September
11th,in 1973 —is said to have declared, “ ereisno idea
worth Killing for; there are, however, some ideas for which |
would be willing to die.”

e cause of human rights is the promotion of the full
human being, with all of the freedom and opportunities that
human life entails when unencumbered by tyranny and
greed, by gross poverty and social exclusion, by social
oppression, by imposed isolation and physical vulnerability.
To be human is to be fully alive as an autonomous person, to
be whole, to be free, to be in control of the forces that
determine life. e core of what it is to be human is to be able
to determine self; the fundamental human right is the right
to self-determination. e essence of human rights is that
this humanity is not violated, nor constrained, nor coerced.

In this context, human rights advocates defend people or
peoples against being de-humanized and brutalized by the
state or government, by regular or irregular armed actors, by
corporations and other economic entities, or by any other
powerful actor, including religious institutions, the
community and the family. And they promaote the capacity
and opportunity for people to work together in free associ-
ation to create acommon life and future together.

Human rights de ned in this way is the bedrock on
which transformative social action is based.  is Bulletin
examines ways in which this notion of human rights is applied
in some of the situations where Inter Pares is engaged. 3¢
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A Common Sense of Humanity for Sudanese Women

for Sudanese women. ey live in a country where

parity of salary was adopted in the 1960s, and where
the women’s movement was once a vital force within civil
society. e fundamentalist military regime that came to
power through a coup in 1989 dismantled the women’s
movement, and profoundly changed women’s lives through-
out Sudan.

Militarization and long-standing armed con icts have
deeply a ected the daily lives of Sudanese women. Fundamen-
talist interpretations of the Koran are used to control women,
and are given as reason for not ratifying the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW). Early marriages and widespread female
genital mutilation (FGM) are among the factors that limit
women’s control over their own bodies, sexuality and lives.

With their growing concern about the deterioration of
women’s rights, six Sudanese women activists created the
Gender Center for Research and Training (GCRT) in 1997.
Steadfast in their belief in women’s equality and the right of
women to be active citizens participating fully in social,
cultural, economic, and political life in a free and democratic
Sudan, Asha, Neimat, Omaima and other colleagues from
the Gender Center work together to make this vision a reality.

eire ortsdonotgo unnoticed. ey have received
threats, they have been harassed, the Gender Center has
been closed down by Sudanese authorities and was forced to
stop its activities several times. But the work of the Center
has also been acclaimed by organizations in Sudan and
internationally. In 2004, the Gender Center received the Betty
Plewes Award from the Canadian Council for International
Cooperation for its courageous and innovative work on
gender and democracy.

Despite the risks and challenges, women and men
involved with the Center continue working together to
promote a better understanding of the situation for women
in Sudan and women’s participation in the process of social
transformation. e Gender Center engages with other
Sudanese NGOs and activists, and with lawyers, youth,
women in political parties, and internally displaced women
from various ethnic groups.

In 2003, the Gender Center undertook one of the rst-
ever research projects to document violence against women
inSudan. e Sudanese government, and Sudanese society
more generally, still deny that violence against women even
exists, and strongly condemn those who dare to raise the
issue. e Gender Center’s research led to the production of
a documentary by Salmmah Resource Center presenting the
structural and organized nature of this violence. e video,
which includes testimonies of women who have been
humiliated, burned with acid, or arrested because of the way
they dress, has proven valuable in sparking discussion
during community workshops on the e ects of violence.

O ver the last three decades, life has drastically changed

Participants — both men and women — realize that these
women could be their neighbours, relatives, or friends.

In its work on democracy and human rights, the Gender
Center creates opportunities for women to exchange
personal experiences about what human rights and democracy
mean in their own lives. Human rights have a particular
meaning for displaced women living in camps, struggling to
feed their families, or for women tea-sellers who are
regularly harassed by the local police in the markets where
they work. For each of these women, human rights means
the ability to live with dignity, without the threat of
oppression and abuse.

Caroline Boudreau, Inter Pares; Neimat Kuku Mohammed, Gender Center for
Research and Training (GCRT); Molly Kane, Inter Pares; Asha El Karib, GCRT.

In a country where women are the rst victims of social
exclusion and oppression, and where the reality of the
control and constraints that they face is still denied, advocat-
ing for women to be fully recognized is a daily struggle.

ere can be no peace when a common sense of humanity is
denied to the majority of the population. Women from the
Gender Center, in collaboration with other women’s groups
in Sudan and in other countries, will continue their struggle
against various forms of fundamentalism and oppression.
Inter Pares is proud to work with these women who are
claimingadi erent vision for their future. 3¢

In addition to the generous support of our donors, Inter Pares gratefully acknowledges the
support and assistance of the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), the
Roncalli International Foundation, the Howard Green fund of the Vancouver Foundation,
and the Canadian Auto Workers Union (CAW) Social Justice Fund, which have all
contributed to the work of the Gender Center.
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The Right to Determine our Future, Together

village of Horinkhola, in the Khulna delta of Bangladesh,

received word that a notorious industrialist was coming
to take over their elds for shrimp farming. What he had
sought and failed to obtain by legal means, he was determined
to take by force. His hired army of 100 men landed, rushing
onto theisland ring shots and throwing bombs. Of the
unarmed villagers who arrived at the scene, a woman named
Karunamoi was the rst to confront the attackers. ey shot
her in the head and she died on the spot.

Years later, Karunamoi is still remembered and honoured
by villagers throughout the region as a symbol of courageous
resistance — resistance to outside interests that seek, o en
violently, to control the abundant resources of the fertile delta
—and of communities’ right to determine the economic path
that places their own needs rst. Today, Horinkhola and
surrounding villages have declared themselves “shrimp-free
zones,” free of an industry that wreaks ecological and
economic disaster in order to bring pro tto urban industri-
alists and luxury food to foreign markets. With the help of
Nijera Kori, the villagers have organized to confront common
issues such as the takeover by the shrimp industry of their
lands. ey are also building democratic environments where
men and women work together as equals, even in the most
conservative regions of the country.

e villagers of the Khulna delta are not alone in their
problems; coastal communities across Asia, Africa, and
Latin America have been the victims of their governments’
schemes for pro table aquaculture development. ey are
also not alone in their resistance, and in coming together to
exercise their right to determine their community’s needs —
in not only believing that their futures are theirs to create,
but acting to make it so.

In the Bijagos islands 0  the coast of Guinea-Bissau in
West Africa, islanders have organized into what is known as
the Urok Assembly, bringing together people from all the
islands. With Tiniguena’s accompaniment, the Assembly has
developed a resource management plan informed by tradi-
tional knowledge of the local ecology, while protecting the
area from outside pressure to develop tourism, petroleum, and
commercial shing. Tiniguena works with rural and urban

I t was early morning in November when the remote island

RESOURCES

Horinkhola rally in memory of Karunamoi.

communities throughout Guinea-Bissau to strengthen people’s
e orts to conserve environmental resources and to control
their use for the bene tof those who live there.  isassistance
includes technical advice, credit for community projects to
build schools, health centres, and seed storage, support for
women’s associations, and assistance in documenting shing
practices and acquiring land title to protect indigenous
residents from expropriation.

e legal right to live on one’s land is also a concern in
the Philippines, where the Tri-Peoples Concern for Peace,
Progress and Development in Mindanao (known as TriCom)
works with indigenous Lumad communities to legalize access
to land through ancestral domain claims. Formerly nomadic,
Lumads have been forced in recent decades to move into
smaller and smaller areas, creating permanent settlements.
TriCom works with Lumads to ensure that this land will be
protected for future generations, using oral history, folklore,
chronicles of social relationships, and other traditional
knowledge to document their historical claim to their territory.
Lumads have worked with TriCom to create sustainable
development plans for their lands and communities.

Inter Pares is honoured to collaborate with organizations
around the world who support communities in their right to
choose, and to choose more just forms of social interaction.

rough concerted actions in each of these places, a better
future for all is being won. 3¢

e Inter Pares photo essay The Price of Gold provides a closer look at the impact of mining development in Ghana.
rough photographs and testimonies gathered in Ghana, the essay provides a glimpse of the impact of gold mining on
communities and the environment and how citizens are organizing to defend their rights. Visit; www.interpares.ca.

The Coalition to Oppose the Arms Trade (COAT) is a network of individuals and organizations in Canada. Since
1989, COAT has published a magazine (Press for Conversion!), organized anti-war rallies and conferences, campaigned
against military air shows and opposed Canada’s arms exports to human rights abusers and countries at war. COAT’s
research exposed Canadian pension investments in war industries. Information and subscriptions: http://coat.ncf.ca/.

FARIS AHMED
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Exorcising Leopold’s Ghost:

Holding Canadian Corporations to Account

Use Armed Force to Do Business (Random House

Canada, 2003), Canadian journalist Madeleine Drohan
describes how King Leopold Il of Belgium annexed and
ruled Africa’s Congo from 1884 to 1906. e Congo was not
a Belgian colony but rather the King's own personal business
enterprise, and he sold shares in his venture to Europe’s
wealthy elite. Drohan notes that King Leopold has probably
never been equaled for the savagery he in icted on the
Congolese people in his pursuit of pro t. e death toll during
his reign has been estimated to be between 8 and 10 million
people, half of the Congo’s population at the time.

Less than a century later, the scramble for the rich
resources of the Congo continues, led by a number of neigh-
bouring countries as well as by multinational corporations
from Canada, France, South Africa and the United States. In
the lead-up to the 1997 overthrow of the dictator Joseph
Mobutu, multinational corporations made cash advances to
guerilla factions to secure future rights to the mineral
resources in the country.  ese advances were used to nance
the con ict, and to help ensure the outcome was in the interest
of the corporations. As the Congo collapsed into anarchy
and violence, it was once again ruthlessly pillaged. Between
1997 and 2002, an estimated 3.5 million people died.

e part played by foreign corporate interests in fueling
and prolonging the con ict in the Congo is not unique.
Indeed, pro ting from human misery has a long and sordid
history. What is less publicly recognized is that Canadian
companies are part of this problem. A UN expert panel
named eight Canadian companies operating in the Congo as
violating the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) guidelines for responsible business
conduct. Canadian resource companies are operating in
virtually all regions of the world and some have inevitably
become entangled in con icts. And some have become
complicit in human rights abuses by nancing or providing
material support to con icting parties. For many Canadian
social justice organizations, this is one of the most pressing
public policy concerns of our time.

I n her book, Making a Killing: How and Why Corporations

Over the past year, members of the Canadian Council for

International Cooperation (CCIC), including Inter Pares,
have been examining these issues and engaged with parlia-
mentarians about how government should deal with these
concerns. At the very least, we have argued, government
should ensure that companies engaged in con ict zones
should not be eligible for public subsidies, including invest-
ments from the Canada Pension Plan. However, the best
approach is to develop a regulatory framework that imposes
legally enforceable obligations on companies operating
internationally to comply with human rights standards.

In 2005, following testimonies presented by civil society
groups, Canada’s Parliamentary Standing Committee on
Foreign A airs and International Trade issued a report
recommending that the Government of Canada establish
clear legal norms that would hold Canadian companies
accountable for human rights or environmental violations
associated with their activities. e report also encouraged
that government support and subsidies to companies be
contingent upon their meeting human rights and other social
responsibility standards.

To date, the government’s response to the Standing
Committee report has been tepid. e government, along with
industry, o ers only “voluntary” approaches to these problems.
In response to public pressure, the government has proposed
a series of roundtables across the country in 2006 to solicit
input from Canadians about these issues.

Enforceable standards of corporate social responsibility
are long past due. In recent years we have witnessed unaccept-
able behaviour on the part of some Canadian companies
in places such as Sudan, Colombia, Burma and the Congo.
Corporations are public institutions, created by legal charter.
If government has the right to establish corporate entities
by charter, it must also retain the responsibility to withdraw
such charters when there is evidence of abuse of basic
standards of human rights. It is time we buried the legacy of
King Leopold, once and for all. 3¢
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e Inter Pares Occasional Paper Beyond the Politics
of the Possible: Corporations and the Pursuit of
Social Justice is a discussion on corporate responsibility
which argues for a fundamental reform of corporations
and the assumptions under which they exist and operate.
Available on line at www.interpares.ca/en/publications/
index.php.
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