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government, many of the “best and brightest” in Kosovo have withdrawn
from participation altogether. That the citizenry of Kosovo—Serb and
Albanian alike-—perceive no legitimate governance structure and process
only magnifies pervasive feelings of insecurity and unfairness.

As the international community looks toward new nation-building
challenges in Afghanistan and elsewhere, the struggie for “lessons
learned” from Koesovo is acute. The experience of Kosovo suggests that
there must be more and better attempts 10 incorporate local actors and
experiences and (o draw on them in building human rights cultares. 1
divide my argument into four parts: (1) an explanation of the use of the
term fwman rights cultre and the introduction of a framework for under-
standing and analyzing the local impact of human rights norms in post-
contlict societies: (2) a discussion of the nature of the human rights cul-
ture m Kosovar society prior to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s
(NATO) bomnbing in 1999; (3) an exploration of the impact of posiagree-
ment civil intervention on human rights culture; and (4) suggestions for
mmprovement, with specific attention to human rights education.

Toward a Framework for Anaiyzing “Human Righis Culture”

The notion of human rights refers to two fundamental precepts. The first
of these precepts is the “dignily principle.” or the notion that each
human being should be treated with dignity solely because he or she is
human and not because he or she belongs to a certain group or has
achteved a certain stature.” Full acceptance of the “dignity principle”
compels the embrace of the “equality principle.” This is the idea that afl
people bave dignity. One cannot claim to believe in the idea of human
rights and also believe (hat these rights apply to only some individuals,
or that only some states have a responsibility to respect human rights.®

The disempowered turn to human rights discourse because it so
“successtully manages to articulate (evolving) political claims.” In
Tack Donneily’s words, “Human rights is the language of the victims
and the dispossessed.”!t Ag the disempowered shape human rights ide-
ology and use it for their own goals, they exercise their moral AgenCy.
Over time, the individuals and groups that adopt human rights fanguage
and thinking hecome a human rights people. The human rights frame-
work becomes a taken-for-granted lens through which they can view
and understand the world and their role in it .

Human rights cultures exist when human rights are one of “the
forms through which people make sense of their lives.”™ 2 In other words,
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@ human rights culture is 1+ way of seeing the world through the lens of
human rights and conseq .ent with the principles of human dignity and
equality. It is through hi man rights culture that human rights norms
take root in and influen e a population.!® However, the adoption of
human rights culture is i >t one of simply embracing purely universal
interpretations of human (ghis, but rather consists of the reconceptual-
ization of culture itself 9rough a struggle to interpret human rights
norms in a cultural conte .14

Adopting human rigl is language is an essential step in building a
human righis culture,'® bi | language alone is insufficient. Human rights
concepts enter culture sk wly as a population develops its own shared
(yet contested) understan ing of the prominence and importance of the
norms. Incrementally, the v become part of the “frame in which peopie
derive a sense of who the - are and where they are going.”!0

Central to this proce s is a population’s own experiences of rights
deprivation and rights a ‘irmation, which often occur through story-
telling.!”” Human rights torytelling serves several functions. Story-
telling provides both a "s: atimental education”!® that generates the kind
of sympathy necessary #: v the acceptance of human rights norms and
for the validation of the xperience of abuse and thus “represents the
first step toward restor: ‘ion of the person and the relationship.™19
Human rights activists in Belgrade, for example, exposed stories about
abuses against Aibanian: in order to garner the Serbs’ sympathy for
Albanians and to garner the support of the international community
against Slobodan Milose ic.20 Kosovar Albanians and anti-Milosevic
Serbs strongly believe th ¢ if not for the human rights storytelling, the
NATO intervention never would have occurred.2!

Human rights storyte ling also facilitates a common understanding
of experience?? and in sc doing promotes group cohesion. In Kosovo,
the informal telling of st vies in Kosovar family living rooms and the
more formalized collectic 1 of stories by human rights groups served to
strengthen Afbanian soli arity as a united. oppressed people.?? Simij-
farly, Serbian stories abot  Albanians solidified their idenlity as viclims
at the hands of Albaniai <.2¢ In this way, within one society, human
rights storytelling was bo n unifying and fragmenting.

A useful framework 1 r analyzing the impact of human rights insti-
tution building on viole' lly divided postagreement societies is sug-
gested by the work of Cli istine Bell, who examines the role of human
rights in peace agreemen .25 and of John Paui Lederach, who empha-
sizes the importance of i asforming social relationships and structures
that institutionalize viole ce. From these works. we can identily three
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roles for human rights culture building: an instrumental role, a consti-
tutive role, and a transformative role.

Human rights norms, once institutionalized and internalized, play
an instrumental role in that they are crucial for advancing some other
good. The spread of a human rights culture can lead to increased par-
ticipation of cilizens in governance, promote greater respect for the rule
of law, and enhance the perceived legitimacy of limitaiions on abuses of
power. Properly functioning human rights institations play. in Bell’s
terms, an “integrative” role. They emerge from an “ethnically-based
bargain” and are “designed and agreed to, with the idea that such insti-
tutions can provide a common framework of justice through which
ongoing ethnic divisions can be mediaied.”2¢ Where human rights
norms are accepted as legitimate and agreed to by all sides, they serve
to draw together people with opposing views and contesting pasts and
provide a “set of governing values™7 for moving together into a stable
and just future.

Beyond their instrumental role, human rights norms serve a consti-
tutive function. On a personal and group level, referencing human rights
norms helps answer the following questions: Who am [ and who are
we? To assert that we are a human rights—abiding people is to lay claims
to being on the right side of morality, which for some means being a
good liberal, a good democrat, or a civilized man or woman. On a struc-
tural level, one’s relationship to human rights norms helps answer the
following questions: How do others perceive us, and what are the rules
of the game in which we assert our claims to a good life? To the extent
that human rights institutions do function in Kosovo, they serve to
inform the identity of Kosovars, shape the perceptions of others, and
inform the rules of the game in which Serbs and Albanians assert com-
peting demands. For those in control of international nstitutions and
donor dollars, human rights institutions “constitute a flagship of demo-
cratic credentials”2¢ and thus play a legitimizing role.

Finally. instead of merely helping 1o manage contlict, human rights
norms and institutions may actually perform a transformative role. Thus
they have the potential to prompt shifts in the malfunctioning relation
ships and structural problems that lie at the root of conflict.” While
human rights institution building may happen in a manner that legit-
imizes and solidifies regressive structures, it can also support new struc-
wures and offer nonviolent modes of understanding and reacting to con-
flict. In a violently divided society like Kosovo, human rights thus may
play a role in reconciliation by providing the means for transforming
relationships through acknowledgement of the past and by providing a
shared vision for the Tuture 70
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Human Rights Culture in & osovar Society Before 1999

As a form of resistance to S ‘rbian rule and a method of survival in a
time of oppression, Kosovar \lbanians crealed their own parallel SOCi-
ety in the early 1990s, comy lete with their own (illegal) government,
schools, medical centers, a1 1 weifare system. To a great cxtent, the
Kosovar parallel society star is as a paradigmatic example of the inter-
nalization of human rights nc sms by a people. The idea of human rights
played both an instrumental 1 sle in drawing Kosovar Albanians together
in a common struggle and : constitutive role in informing Kosovar
Albanian identity. However as explained below, although the human
rights culture in Kosovar society pre-1999 was significant, it was con-
figured in oppositional term: that stunted its transformative potential.

There is little question 1 iat the idea of human rights has long had
deep resonance for Kosova Albanians. It was through human rights
claims that Kosovar Albania s first expressed their demands for politi-
cal rights—autonomy with 1 Yugoslavia and/or independence—and
articulated their political as :irations for a more egalitarian society in
which ethnic Serbs could 1 ot abuse and discriminate against ethnic
Albanians. In making their wrguments, Kosovars sought to take their
claims about rights into the solitical arena. The primary goal of Koso-
var human rights activists w s to influence, using some measure of jus-
tice, how the international cc mmunity understood their behavior and the
behavior of the Serbs. A scc mdary goal was to create a local sensibil-
ity to human rights norms 1 .at would shape Kosovar collective life.’!
Just as the environmental r ovement in the West sought to encourage
people to “think green,” ht man rights activists in Kosovo sought to
have their people “think hur an rights.”

The degree to which loc il human rights groups influenced the cul-
tural perceptions can be see: in the media, press statements of Kosovar
politicians, nongovernmen i organization (NGO) publications, the
school curriculum, and the 7 ractice of family traditions. Attitudinal sur-
veys and interviews on the: * same subjects over a period of time also
provide evidence of changes im-cultural perception.- According to these
measures, human rights ac' vists in Kosovo achieved saome degree of
success. Nearly every Koso' ar had either personally, or through a close
relative, cxperienced some | rm of state-sanctioned abuse thal could be
framed in human rights terr s.

Throughout the 1990s. fis [rame was adapted by the independent
Kosovar media, by Democ:utic League of Kosova (LDK) press state-
ments, and by NGO press ublications, which aontinually character-
ized the Kosovars™ struggl in human rights terms. The international
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community in turn served to reinforce the human rights claims of Koso-
vars.** Moreover, human rights terminology was popularized through the
Kosovar “parallel” school curriculum and through everyday family life,
which emphasized the human rights deprivations that victims suffered.
Kosovars decried the legitimacy of Serbia’s constitution and instead
looked to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) as a
source of guiding principles for their lives. Over time, “being a human
rights people”# became integral to Kosovar Albanian identity.

The Kosovar human rights “sensibility”3% was tied to the Albanian
political strategy of nonviolence.’¢ In the early 1990s, the practice of
nonviolence and the emergence of a culture of human rights in Kosovo
served several useful purposes. By casting their struggle in terms of non-
violence and human rights, Kosovars gained legitimacy before many
governments and NGOs showed concern about human rights. Their strat-
cgy of using the language of human rights helped them gain entry into
important international political forums. In addition, the language of
human rights “served to validaie the self-worth of Kosovars at a time
when they were being vilified.”37 In this way, the language of human
rights strengthened the nonviolent strategy by popularizing “patience in
the face of aggression™* and claiming the moral high ground.

However, the developmenl of a human rights culture in Kosovo was
far from complete. Concepts fundamental to human rights, such as the
“equality principle,” were not part and parcel of Kosovar human rights
culture. A/l individuals were not regarded as possessing human rights
simply by virtue of their humanity. Rather, Kosovars perceived their
own human rights in opposition to the human rights of other groups—
that is, Albanians versus Serbs.?” The notion of respect for the rights
and positions of the “other” did not have currency in the Kosovar cul-
ture. Lederach reminds us that international mechanisms such as human
rights are most useful for peacebuilding if they “cut across lines of iden-
tity that mark the central divisions in society.”# Instead of serving to
integrate Serbs and Albanians into a common society framed by com-
mon values, this practice of oppositional human rights served to push
Serbs and Albanians farther apart and to solidity oppositicnal identities
and regressive patterns of interaction.

The challenge for the inlernational community in responding to
human rights violations in Kosovo after the NATO bombing was to sup-
pori the positive aspects of the Kosovar human rights culture while
addressing and transforming the negative dimensions. More specifi-
cally, the assignment with respect to Kosovar Albanians was as follows:
Kosovars were (o abandon their adversarial identity and to incorporate
into their self-understanding respect for Serbs.
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impact of Civil Interver ‘on on Human Rights Culture

Following the Serbian acc: ptance of the Kosovo peace agreement #! the
UN Security Council, actii : under the authority of its Chapter VII pow-
ers, adopied a resolution « tting forth the mandate of the international
mission to rebuild peace i1 Kosovo.*2 Human rights institution build-
ing formed part of the rec nstruction mandate from its inception. The
rush of activities focusing »n human rights seemed destined to support
a culture of human rights However, not only has a principled human
rights culture failed to em rge, but many of the positive aspects of the
previously existing human rights culture have disappeared.

The failure of interna ionals 1o understand and to appreciate the
human rights culture that cxisted in Kosovo prior to their extensive
nvolvement has led to the following negative results: (1) the disregard
ol existing participatory st uctures: (2) the transplanting of inappropri-
ate NGO frameworks; (3) ‘ie creation of new sites of conflict: and 4
the solidification of an ad- :rsarial and violations-oriented understand-
ing of human rights. At th same time, each of these four results has
created an environment in vhich the building of a human rights culture
1s exceedingly difficult.

Disregard of Existing Pa; ‘icipatory Structures

The power imbalance in f: vor of internationals has permitted interna-
tionals to dominate the d¢ :isionmaking process during the transition
period. UN administrators eralded the benefits of “localism”—that is.
involvement of local expe ts and even ulilization of direct grants to
local NGOs,% but locals w re often granted oniy token involvement in
reconstruction. Vjosa Dol una, a longtime human rights activist in
Kosovo and former mem er of the joint interim administration in
Kosovo, resigned from her ost in the internationally sanctioned Kosovo
government because interi itionals repeatedly disregarded the locals’
concerns. The last straw fo - Dobruna was when UN administrazors in
Kosovo failed to hear and  ccount for local experts’ concerns over the
new Kosovo constitution. " he UN administration wanted to work with
locals, but only insofar as ¢ ey did not disturb preordained UN plans.+*
This problem exists in all spects of the peacebuilding cndeavor, and
the area of human rights p1 motion is no exception.

In general, failure to | ten to local leaders and to learn about the
Kosovar parallel society hii led internationals to overlook their poten-
tial as an efficient network ‘or coordination of volunteer efforts. disiri-
bution of public goods, and levelopment of human rights values.S With




