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		Abstract

		At the same time as the globalization of human rights increased in pace and scope after the Cold War, there has been a growing sense of the shortcomings of human rights for addressing legacies of mass atrocities. Critics have noted how human rights commissions have often failed to document past violence adequately, and how establishing fundamental human rights in new constitutions has done little to address the pressing socio-economic needs of the population. In analyzing why this is often the case, some observers have pointed to the legal character of human rights as the main source of their inadequacy. The legalization of human rights, understood as the positivization of norms in international conventions and tribunals, national constitutions and domestic courts, exacerbates the tendency of human rights to overlook the wider political, social and cultural contexts that generate mass violations. This seems to be one of the most severe criticisms of human rights; they operate without sufficient awareness and understanding of the macro-historical context (e.g. apartheid, the Cold War, economic inequality) in which mass violations occur. Since they hold no theory of why violations happen in the first place, human rights institutions are powerless to prevent them in the future. In this chapter, I argue that the problem is not the legalizing of human rights, in and of itself. The application of legal norms in historical investigation can be beneficial, depending on the kind of legal categories being employed. In the case of the Guatemalan Historical Clarification Commission, the rigorous legalization of norms on genocide in the last 10 years has led to some favorable outcomes, including obliging human rights institutions to develop an explanation for why violence occurs in particular societies. So it is not â€˜legalizationâ€™ that matters, but how that legalization unfolds. Some aspects of the legalization of human rights are indeed detrimental to a full account of how and why human rights violations occurred and how victims experienced these abuses. The creation of new human rights institutions employing the category of genocide has also led to an in-depth exploration of the collective and systematic nature of violence, and the shared intentionality of actors. As in the case of Guatemala, the category of genocide can lead to a fuller and more contextual account which draws in questions of racism, material inequalities and US foreign policy. If this argument is correct, then it might be more constructive for scholarly commentators to dedicate more energy to influencing and channeling the process of legalization in a direction which encompasses both the legal imperatives and the moral dimensions of human rights. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Legalization of human rights, truth commissions, Guatemala

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Wilson,  Richard Ashby, Is the Legalization of Human Rights Really the Problem? Genocide in the Guatemalan Historical Clarification Commission (April 14, 2011). In Saladin Meckled-Garcia and Basak Cali, eds., The Legalization of Human Rights. Pp. 81-98. New York: Routledge, 2005.,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1809983 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1809983 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Richard Ashby Wilson (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				University of Connecticut School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					65 Elizabeth Street
Hartford, CT  06105
United States

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://law.uconn.edu/person/richard-a-wilson/
				

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				Department of Anthropology, University of Connecticut  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					354 Mansfield Road
Storrs, CT  06269-1176
United States

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://anthropology.uconn.edu/person/richard-ashby-wilson/
				

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      179

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    1,081

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  304,614

		

		
	


	

	
		
			
				       52 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Public International Law: Human Rights eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Public International Law: Human Rights eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,328

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           13,813

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Alan Sykes at Stanford University - Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: International & Comparative Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: International & Comparative Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              964

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           33,030

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Christiana Ochoa at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Human Rights & the Global Economy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Human Rights & the Global Economy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              619

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           10,433

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Wendy E. Parmet at Northeastern University - School of Law, Martha F. Davis at Northeastern University - School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law, International Affairs & CSR eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law, International Affairs & CSR eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              611

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           13,355

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Timothy M. Devinney at The University of Manchester - Alliance Manchester Business School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Human Rights & the Corporation eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Human Rights & the Corporation eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              599

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           11,410

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Timothy M. Devinney at The University of Manchester - Alliance Manchester Business School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    International, Transnational & Comparative Criminal Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                International, Transnational & Comparative Criminal Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              404

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,036

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Diane Marie Amann at University of Georgia School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Human Rights eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Human Rights eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                                5

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           29,660

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















    
        
            Recommended Papers

            	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Rybna 9, Praha 1: Restitution and Memory in International Human Rights Law

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Patrick Macklem
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    
	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        The Logics of Supranational Human Rights Litigation, Official Acknowledgment and Human Rights Reform: The Southeast Turkey Cases Before the European Court of Human Rights, 1996â€“2006

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    BaÅŸak Ã‡alÄ±
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    


                    
                

            
            
        

    

				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.062 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
