Why were/are anthropologists reluctant to embrace the idea of universal human rights?

1. _Cultural relativism (you must view another culture through the local logic of the people in that culture rather than imposing an alien framework or judging it)


The idea that one who is not raised in another culture cannot judge it
2. A need to practice an anthropology that was objective, scientific, detached, and disengaged

--as one of the newest social sciences, anthropology had to gain legitimacy, and donning the “mantle” of science lent it that legitimacy (point mentioned in Wilson)

--as a male-centric discipline (in which the key figures were men), it adopted a colder, more analytical approach that could be contrasted with the “womanly” anthropology that Scheper-Hughes writes about, which incorporates an ethics of caring and responsibility
3. Self-interest—practical consideration that you cannot alienate yourself as a fieldworker from the community you are studying, nor can you incur the wrath of the state, which could refuse you the right to do research in that country.

4. Fear of destroying  fragile, pristine cultures. Early part of the 20th century was a time of salvage anthropology, when anths were furiously struggling to document cultures that they thought to be on the verge of dying out. They were reluctant to engage in a program that could alter any aspect of such a society out of fear that this would hasten that society’s imminent extinction.

5. Fear that a rejection of cultural relativism meant adopting, again, the very ideas that CR was formulated in opposition to: social evolutionism. Social evolutionist was associated with racist thinking and ethnocentrism.

6. Stress on group over the individual (the former being, of course, the emphasis of anthropologists, while individuals are the focus of human rights). In anthro-lingo, anthropology at this time was concerned more with structure than with agency.
7. The rejection of universalism and denial of the idea that there is a fundamental “pre-cultural” human nature. Stress placed on culture as a superorganic shaping force, and there is denial that there is a basic sub-stratum of humanity— all aspects of the individual are culturally shaped.

8. Stress on social homogeneity; the ideas that societies are monolithic and coherent rather than characterized by social division. This is coupled with the fear that in advocating for a human rights abuse, you may become biased and champion one sub-group over another.

9. The belief that CR (cultural relativism) can be a tool, strategically employed, that enables anths to collect more data on HR abuses so that people can better understand these abuses. This may enable HR (human rights) activists in the future to work to eradicate certain practices through education and more non-combative ways than outlawing it. An understanding that the ONLY way to successfully understand a practice is to suspend judgement while in the field might keep even politically concerned anthropologists from becoming advocates [this approach known as methodological relativism; see Geertz hand-out]

10. The assumption of social stasis—the failure to see that societies have changed and will continue to change, and that they are always in flux. Thus encouraging change is not necessarily “unnatural,” though when assuming social stasis one cannot comprehend how an “alien” framework like HR might be adopted.

11. Functionalism: at mid-century, up until the 1960s-1970s, the theoretical approach of functionalism dominated anthropology. Functionalism holds that social practices and beliefs are functional in that they either a) enhance the solidarity, equilibrium, and smooth operation of society; or b) they enable humans to adapt to their environment and thrive in a material sense. Thus, social practices—including those that were ostensibly painful or harmful—were conceived of as positive and logical. The functionalist paradigm prevented anthropologists from a closer analysis of dysfunctional, maladaptive, disruptive, and oppressive practices. As Scheper-Hughes would claim, it steered us away from an “anthropology of evil.”
12. Fear of neocolonialism: does advancing human rights mean imposing an alien, Western set of standards, just as colonists and missionaries (in the 1800 and 1900s) imposed their values and beliefs on non-Western peoples? When human rights abuse is enshrined in law and backed up with state force, is this the same as colonial oppression and coercion?
Why, since the late 1980s, have anthropologists increasingly begun to study and advocate for human rights?

1. A new conception of culture that rejects most of the precepts mentioned above (rejection of the ideas that culture is monolithic, static, functional; and rejection of the stress placed on structure over agency). This opened to door to an analysis that was not hindered by cultural relativism.  

2. Reflexive writing: A new, more personal style of analysis became accepted in the discipline. This style rejected the scientific, detached approach that had prevailed earlier. This frank, confessional approach made it harder to reject the suffering that was observed in many locales and invited a closer analysis of “the anthropology of evil.”
3. A rise in civil conflict (Viet Nam, Guatemala) and a new interest in the anthropology of violence

4. The undeniable rise of global, non-governmental institutions interested in human rights, which were important at the sites where anthropologists work

5. New theories of globalization that stressed the demise of the nation-state and the rise of transnational networks 

6. The feminist movement began to reframe women’s issues in terms of “women’s rights” after the Beijing Conference on Women in 1995. They focused on what they term “harmful traditional practices” such as dowry-death, female genital mutilations, child marriage, and veiling (among others).

