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Human rights are widely perceived to advance as part of a legal process – with rights codified into law, appeals made to courts in response to deprivation and abuse, and with obligations acquired by governments and citizens in law-abiding countries.  Rights become legal rights for which there are both beneficiaries and duty holders. This legal approach has an important place – but it is only part of much wider story. Human rights in fact develop over time in response to people’s much more everyday demands that those around them understand their experiences of injustice.

This book looks at one of the frequently neglected dimensions of change and delivery: the mobilization of public concern through personal accounts and narrations. Could black South Africans have overturned apartheid without narrating personal stories of suffering? Could Aboriginal Australians or Korean ‘Comfort Women’ have emerged as political subjects without readers, listeners and cinema-goers, not to mention lawyers and politicians, witnessing their narrations? But public airing of human narratives of suffering and abuse is not all-powerful. The eloquent personal petitions from Chinese dissidents have done little to dislodge the Chinese government’s position on local democracy. Nor have African-American prison memoirs and websites convinced many Americans that their prison system might involve abuse of rights. How effective are testimonies as tools for enhancing human rights? 

This book does not set out to answer this directly. Its thesis is more diffuse, but surely more accurate: that the rise of human rights and rise of life story telling are intertwined phenomena, symbiotic outgrowths of Enlightenment legacies beginning with a few poignant tales such as that of the former slave Olaudah Equiano in the 1760s, growing with ever more personal accounts in the 19th and 20th centuries – and mushrooming in the human rights era of the 1990s. The advancement of human rights has leant upon personal story-telling, while increasingly, people frame their life stories, especially when they are painful ones, through a language of rights and humanity.

Smith and Schaffer trace this symbiosis through five dramatic political and legal arenas in impressive detail, beginning with South Africa, as the paradigmatic case where the narration of life-stories was explicitly encouraged as a process of national healing as well as arbitration. The stories generated out of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission show that in many ways it stimulated hopes it could not always or entirely fulfill. At the same time, it undoubtedly formalized and legitimized the status of narration as part of the restoration of humane relationships in extremely influential ways.

Aboriginal Australians’ campaign for the Australian state to accept charges of genocide, galvanised by the South African experience, got worldwide attention in the 1990s, and is the second case Schaffer and Smith explore as a site of public story-telling. For example, early readers of Sally Morgan’s 1987 autobiography My Place took it as a coming of age story, albeit one with terrible pain and suffering. After the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s Inquiry into the Forced Separation of Indigenous Children from Their Families concluded with a devastating report, Bringing Them Home, in 1997, Morgan’s book was reissued as a narrative of human rights violations. In this guise, it sold more than 500,000 copies worldwide. In contrast to South Africa, Aboriginal Australians have not yet had any formal apology or redress from the Australian government. Yet clearly, there is a growing market for such stories, in ways that plays a crucial role in Aboriginals’ political struggle.

Schaffer and Smith’s third study deals with the ‘belated’ story telling of Korean women who were forced to provide sexual services for the Japanese military during the Second World War. Most of these stories were kept hidden for 50 years. The authors attribute the end of the long silence to a ‘confluence of forces at the intersections of geopolitics, transnational feminist activism, and the memorial politics surrounding the fiftieth anniversary of the end of World War II’. Rather than simply seeing this as a moment when women’s rights become human rights, important though this is, the authors show how these voices became imprinted on contemporary politics and markets, showing that testimony is a product as much as it is a release. They point out, for example, the highly conventional and repetitive ‘ur-narrative’ of victimization that gets played out in publicity tours and anthologies like True Stories and Comfort Women Speak, as well as in the International Public Hearing Concerning the Post War Compensation of Japan in Tokyo in 1992, and the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, 1993. The far ruder and more ironic account that Hwang Keum-ju, produced in interview with oral historian Dai Sil Kim-Gibson, admitting her own father’s willingness to sell her as a concubine and the complicity of women in the family, shows just how contingent human rights stories are upon their audiences.

This recurring problem of a demand for rights often requiring the presentation of oneself as a one-dimensional, passive and child-like victim, finds its limit-case in Schaffer and Smith’s fourth section, on American prisoners’ tales. Here advocates for improving America’s prison policies, especially where they institutionalize racism, are continually blocked because they cannot simply construct their protagonist in this way. This is especially clear when compared to the easy telling of political prisoners’ stories. How can a criminal’s story of victimhood compete with those of the literally named ‘Victim’s Rights Movement’? Amnesty International’s strategic use of visuals rather than personal narratives, to expose the degrading conditions within the prisons (as in its 1998 Report on the American justice and penal systems and accompanying website), exemplifies the narrow space for any appeal to sympathy. Of course, it also testifies to Amnesty’s skill in knowing how best to promote human rights claims.

The fifth case study is Chinese dissidents’ personal narratives. This section is especially fascinating in showing how stories of suffering become commodities in the ideological market place as well as double-edged political tools, for example in the lionizing of dissidents who escaped after Tiananmen Square, or in  the huge success both inside and outside China of melancholic Cultural Revolution narratives. While Westerners all too often lap up books like Chang Jung’s Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China (1991) as evidence that China always was, and probably still is, feudal and repressive, the Chinese government has promoted what came to be called ‘scar literature’ as part of the evidence that a new and progressive nationalism has dawned. These ironies are further played out in the recent wave of ‘Oriental grunge’ autobiographical novels by angry young women. These feminist-inflected novels, perhaps most famously, Wei Hui’s 2001 Shanghai Baby, assert women’s sexual rights not so much as part of the struggle for democracy, but often instead of it, laconically suspicious of male-dominated democracy movements even as they ride the back of the new commercial China.

It is true that Schaffer and Smith say almost nothing about the aesthetics of these texts, despite their cultural approach. Perhaps it is because these stories are relatively uninteresting in this respect. Nevertheless, this book is enormously helpful in providing the political history that explains the most significant forms of autobiographical narrative today and has such has a great deal to offer to the scholar of life writing. 

For activists and analysts of human rights, however, this may be an even more important book. First, its sheer inclusiveness shows a common pattern across legal, literary, electronic, visual and spoken forms of testimony. But even more crucial is the way that attention to the social specifics of story-telling reveals how people are constrained as well as liberated by a language of equal rights. This happens psychologically as well as in terms of practical recompense or political advancement, for example in the way that Aboriginal Australians could get stuck in the position of the ‘child’ once the ‘stolen generation’ narratives took off. Or the Korean comfort women who ironically find themselves repeating the division between good women, bad women, as they wait for the state to bestow an apology that will wipe the stain of sexual abuse clean again. This is not only a dynamic between state and claimant, but equally and more insidiously between story-teller and consumer of those stories, who may often be someone who has been implicated in the oppression of the story-teller. Traumatic stories become commodified in alarmingly voyeuristic and regressive ways, even as commercial narratives, like the film Rabbit-Proof Fence, can also keep a human rights agenda in the public eye when local campaigns fail.
Don’t misunderstand: Smith and Schaeffer are not ambivalent about human rights. Though they talk about a ‘human rights regime’, and conclude that rights ‘can only offer an imperfect response to the problem of human suffering in the world’, they also suggest that it is precisely in the messiness of application through human story-telling that its potential can be fully realized. Whether we are forced or choose to hear each other’s stories, we have a chance to combine the politics of justice with the specifics of human suffering, to learn ‘mutual obligations’ across very different cultures and old enmities. 

Although Schaffer and Smith close the book with an admission that 9/11 has set back both the causes of human rights and also, ironically, of the kind of open-ended personal story-telling they see as ethically useful, they cannot but end by seeing their own book as a kind of ‘testimony to the efficacy of stories: stories silenced by and emerging from fear, shame, trauma, and repression; stories enlivened by hope, connection, commitment, and affiliation; stories fed by calls for justice, fueled by empathy and an ethics of equality and human dignity; stories framed by faith in international covenants calling for dignity, justice, and freedom’.

Review authors: Dr Margaretta Jolly (Senior Lecturer, School of English, University of Exeter) and Professor Sir Richard Jolly (Senior Research Fellow at The CUNY Graduate Center and Co-director of the UN Intellectual History Project; special adviser to the administrator of the United Nations Development Programme).
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