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Consider two contrasting world views. The first is of a better world achieved through the 
realisation of human rights as they are specified in the international bill of rights. According to 
this world view: 

[T]he ideal of free human beings enjoying freedom from fear and want can only be achieved if 
conditions are created whereby everyone may enjoy his [human] rights.2 

According to the second world view, articulated by the international peasants’ movement, La 
Vía Campesina: 

We must never be afraid to imagine a much better world, one without the WTO, one that is 
based on Economic Justice, that has Food Sovereignty at its heart and…that relates to Mother 
Nature in a respectful and sustainable manner.3 

Each of these world views is sustained – although to different degrees, by the power of ritual, 
and is so in ways that are powerful and stultifying, eviscerating the radical progressive potential 
these world views originally offered.  

In the international sphere, the human rights world view – which is based on appeals to 
universality, moral consensus, human dignity, state sovereignty, political neutrality, 
international co-operation, and lawfulness – has triumphed. States globally have committed 
themselves to protecting human rights, and social harms and injustice are increasingly couched 
in the language of human rights in order to receive attention. The human rights world view is 
ritually created and entrenched through symbolic language and acts. Through the repeated 
ceremonial performance of key phrases and modes of interaction, it is naturalised and rendered 
self-evident. 

Rituals ‘define as authoritative certain ways of seeing society…and at the same time…deflect 
attention from other [ways of seeing].’4 They constitute and reconstitute certain norms and 
values while foreclosing and de-legitimating others. Rituals may instigate and entrench new 
social relations,5 as well as operating to strengthen existing relationships, but it is also part of 
their nature to hide the political and contested quality of these relationships. Contests for power 
and meaning and the material interests behind these contests are obscured by reiteration, by the 
power of symbolism and sensory effects, and by the performative demands placed by ritual on 
participants.  

Here I argue that the rituals of international human rights operate to enable the fiction that 
human rights represent a global moral consensus. These rituals veil the material factors at stake 
when human rights are invoked, and disguise the reality that human rights facilitate a liberal 
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market model in which disparities in economic power are the norm. I explore the challenge that 
economic and social rights seem to present to the liberal market model before examining the 
alternative world view offered by La Vía Campesina. I discuss the movement’s participation 
in the rituals of international human rights through its campaign for a Declaration on the rights 
of peasants, and comment on its resort to rituals of identification. 

The Rituals of International Human Rights  

Collective rituals are distinguished by repetition, which may be internal to the ritual as well as 
reflecting the fact that, once instituted, it is performed again and again. They conform to a script 
allowing for periods of improvisation or spontaneous effervescence but that also serves to 
contain such irruptions; and they use symbolism or stylisation to communicate at the level of 
affect.6 The international human rights system is heavily ritualised. The core human rights 
instruments function like religious texts. They set out the basic tenets that comprise the doctrine 
of human rights; authorise what is said and done in their name; and constitute the community 
of believers – the ‘human family’ of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). The 
preambular passages of these texts all rehearse similarly iconic or lofty phrases, reminding us 
that ‘contempt for human rights’ ‘outrage[s] the conscience of mankind’, that human rights are 
‘the highest aspiration of the common people’, and that ‘the peoples of the United Nations’ 
‘reaffirm…their faith in fundamental human rights’.7 As Chalmers argues, textual reiteration 
can itself be a form of ritual, bringing to life the world (or the faith) that the text claims to 
represent.8 Like music, these phrases may strike a chord and appeal to the emotions; but they 
also function to short-circuit critique.  

Drawing power from its authorising texts, the human rights world view is enacted through 
ceremonial events such as the marking of anniversaries or the adoption of further texts that, in 
the manner of papal encyclicals, clarify and amplify doctrinal matters, and ‘exhort the faithful 
to constancy’.9 Thus, the Vienna Declaration (the product of the 1993 World Conference on 
Human Rights), claims to provide ‘a comprehensive analysis of the international human rights 
system and of the machinery for the protection of human rights’ and thereby ‘to enhance and 
thus promote a fuller observance of those rights, in a just and balanced manner’.10 The human 
rights world view is also ritually performed in the operations of the treaty bodies and, to varying 
degrees, in the other human rights mechanisms, all of which are governed by a carefully staged 
and publicised calendar of events reminiscent of a liturgical calendar.11 As Kelly’s account of 
the operations of the UN Committee against Torture demonstrates,12 the public consideration 
of state reports by treaty bodies is solemn in tone and highly regulated to ensure consistency 
over time and conformity to established patterns of behaviour and interaction. UN treaty body 
sessions are conducted in imposing surroundings, often the Palais Wilson in Geneva, imbuing 
their proceedings with a sense of occasion and the authority that flows from privilege and plush 
carpets. Similarly, the Human Rights Council’s Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is conducted 
beneath the magnificent domed roof of Salle XX in Geneva’s Palais des Nations. 13  

It is useful to distinguish between two layers of commitment when examining the human rights 
world view supported by these rituals. The first includes those commitments that are explicitly 
articulated and indeed exalted through the instruments of human rights. The second layer of 
commitment concerns the political paradigms that are internalised through collective rituals 
but whose influence is hidden within them.14 The human rights world view explicitly invokes 
universality, moral consensus, human dignity, state sovereignty, political neutrality, 
international co-operation, and lawfulness. According to the Vienna Declaration, ‘[t]he 
universal nature of [human rights and fundamental freedoms] is beyond question.’15 
Universality is written into all of the core human rights instruments and treaties, beginning with 
the UDHR. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon claims that the Declaration ‘has become a 
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yardstick by which we measure respect for what we know, or should know, as right and 
wrong.’16 This assertion of a moral consensus is supported by the fact that the UN General 
Assembly proclaimed the Declaration ‘as a common standard of achievement for all peoples 
and all nations’.17  

Like the claims to universality and moral consensus; human dignity, freedom and equality are 
repeatedly invoked by the instruments of international human rights. Human rights are said to 
recognise and support the ‘dignity and worth of the human person’.18 All humans, we are told, 
share ‘equal and inalienable rights’19 that ‘derive from the inherent dignity of the human 
person’.20 Human rights are also routinely twinned with ‘fundamental freedoms’, as in the 
repeated claim that ‘[h]uman rights and fundamental freedoms are the birthright of all human 
beings’.21 

At the same time as international human rights law proclaims the dignity of the human person, 
it recognises and endorses the sovereignty of states and the self-determination of peoples. It 
ignores, and thereby hides from view, the tensions between these disparate commitments to 
individuals, states, and peoples.22 The presupposition of a global moral consensus concerning 
human rights is presented as consistent with political pluralism and diverse national (and sub-
national) policy orientations. The plurality contemplated by recognition of state sovereignty as 
well as of the self-determination of peoples within international human rights instruments is 
not acknowledged as a potential barrier to international co-operation. After all, the peoples of 
the United Nations have a ‘common interest’ and ‘common ends,’23 and co-operation is 
supported by a form of lawfulness that, being ‘universal,’ is capable of operating impartially 
in the interests of all. While ‘peoples’ have the right under the International Covenants on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) to 
‘freely dispose of their natural wealth and resources’ ‘for their own ends’, this is said to be 
‘without prejudice to any obligations arising out of international economic co-operation’ – 
which is itself ‘based upon the principle of mutual benefit, and international law.’24 The UN 
Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) claim to establish the 
foundations for an international system based on ‘justice’, where justice is equated with respect 
for international law and recognition of human rights.25  

How is this world view enacted through ritual? Each of its explicit commitments is invoked by 
the instruments and practice of international human rights as an expression of social relations 
and values that are both self-evident and a realisation of humanity’s highest aspirations. These 
are articles of faith that through reiteration also affirm and entrench participants’ shared faith 
in human rights, as well as creating the community of believers that the system claims merely 
to recognise. The invocation of ‘mankind’, ‘the human family’, ‘the common people’,26 and 
‘we, the peoples of the united nations’27 ignores the historical and material facts of the system’s 
founding moments as well as the rifts that persist within it. In her account of the post-WWII 
development of international law more generally, Pahuja notes the unequal influence exerted 
by the ‘great powers’ (the USA, Britain, China and the Soviet Union) as well as the structural 
significance of the fact that the UN’s political institutions – including the human rights bodies 
– were separated from its economic institutions.28 This has meant that political institutions can 
be assessed by reference to human rights while global trade and financial institutions are 
immune to such scrutiny. Also notable was the failure in 1945 to reach a consensus on the text 
of a binding human rights treaty, and the tortured nature of the negotiations that led eventually 
to the adoption of the non-binding UDHR in 1948, which I discuss further below.  

While human rights preambles lyrically invoke a united human community, the substance of 
human rights treaties as well as the language and practice of implementation is largely technical 
and bureaucratic, allowing a performance of rational impartiality and lawfulness. Rituals of 
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legality permeate human rights instruments and texts, and the operations of human rights 
mechanisms. Human rights texts replicate many of the devices used in other legal texts, 
conforming to strict stylistic precedents and adopting a portentous tone. The work of the human 
rights treaty bodies is only quasi-judicial but there is an evident desire in the output of the 
Committees and in the conduct of their work to assume the mantle and authority of the law.29 
Thus the public consideration of state reports, while somewhat less formal than many court 
proceedings, are solemn events that are carefully scripted and staged.30 The written products 
of the Committees, as well as the material provided to them, are also consistent in form, tone 
and style. Like the treaties themselves, they repeat certain key phrases like incantations (the 
Committee ‘urges, encourages, invites, requests, recommends’; sometimes it is ‘concerned’ 
and occasionally ‘extremely concerned’). When the human rights bodies engage with states, 
material realities and power imbalances are disguised in civilised conformity to rituals that 
formally allow equal space to unequal participants.31 This means, for example, that the 
Committees allocate exactly the same time to the review of each state party’s report, regardless 
of the size of the country or the issues it faces. 

What political paradigm lies behind these explicit commitments and enactments of 
universality, moral consensus, human dignity, state sovereignty, political neutrality, co-
operation, and lawfulness? By taking individuals as the primary subjects of rights and UN 
member states as their duty-bearers, the human rights world view sidelines the role of non-
state-based political formations in social justice arrangements and the influence on human 
wellbeing of the corporate sector and transnational financial and trade institutions. The brand 
of individualism promoted by human rights has also historically presupposed a liberal market 
model within which disparities in economic power are the norm. The claim that humans are 
born ‘free and equal in rights’ has roots in classical liberalism, in which it justifie equal moral 
standing (the basis for recognising political rights and freedom of conscience) as well as a right 
to equal spheres of freedom from physical interference or coercion. In liberal thought, 
individuals are entitled to exercise control over their bodies as well as over possessions that 
they have been able to acquire through their labour, but not to begin life in possession of land 
or material goods. Classical liberals treated unequal distributions as acceptable from birth 
because they argued that property owners must be free to bequeath possessions and to inherit 
the possessions owned by their predecessors.32 Individuals born without an inheritance were 
supposedly not disadvantaged because they could sell their labour in an open market place. If 
they thereby acquired enough capital, they would not be precluded from acquiring land or other 
property (an exclusion once justified by feudal arrangements – against which the classical 
liberals railed). The point, however, is that they did not have a right to start life with equal 
shares in material resources.33 Theorists such as Mutua argue that current conceptions of human 
rights still internalise this basic liberal structure.34 Given that the human rights system does not 
aim to achieve material equality, and prioritises civil and political rights – treating them as 
binding in a way that economic, social and cultural rights are not, there seem good grounds for 
thinking that these theorists are correct. 

Examining the political paradigm 

Having said this, I want to examine more closely the political paradigm internalised through 
the rituals of human rights by considering the provisions and operation of ICESCR. ICESCR 
incorporates all the core commitments of human rights discussed above. At the same time, it 
might appear to challenge the liberal market paradigm that I have said underwrites human 
rights. To the casual observer, economic and social rights would seem to support human 
dignity, freedom (though not in the classic liberal sense) and equality, and to foster 
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international cooperation. Moreover, against the ritualistic assertion of universality, consensus, 
and political neutrality, the recognition of economic and social rights is vigorously contested.35  

Contention about the status of economic and social rights marked their original elaboration in 
international law and continues today. When the representatives of UN member states came 
together after WWII to forge a global commitment to human rights, the plan was to recognise 
economic, social and cultural rights along with civil and political rights in a single binding 
treaty.36 Disputes over the status of the former rights prevented this, however, and eventually 
parties to the negotiations agreed to enumerate all rights in one non-binding instrument (the 
UDHR) and later to split recognition of the rights contained in the Universal Declaration 
between two treaties.37 Debates over how economic and social rights would be recognised were 
passionate and divisive, with opponents of strong recognition characterising such rights as 
‘leftist’ and as requiring ‘more or less totalitarian control of the economic life of [a] country.’38 
These debates did not disappear with the eventual adoption of ICESCR in 1966 or with its entry 
into force in 1976. The United States continues to refuse to ratify the Covenant, and while it 
now has nearly as many state parties as the ICCPR,39 it has only recently acquired an 
enforcement mechanism providing an individual complaints procedure. This mechanism has 
attracted few ratifications40 and its adoption was attended by similar controversy as that which 
attended the drafting of ICESCR in the 1950s and 60s. 

This controversy suggests that ICESCR has the potential to unsettle ritual performances of 
universality, consensus, and political neutrality as they are conducted within the UN’s human 
rights mechanisms. At the same time, the ‘leftist’ characterisation points to the fact that 
economic and social rights are not the classic rights that undergird the liberal market paradigm. 
By referencing rights to food, education and housing, for example, ICESCR appears to support 
human dignity, freedom – if conceived more substantively than the capacity to exploit one’s 
talents and buy and sell property in an open market – and equality. It also appears to ameliorate 
the injustice of a world in which individuals’ material starting points are skewed. On the other 
hand, however, ICESCR does not treat material inequality as a problem in itself, and unlike 
ICCPR, it does not require immediate fulfilment of the rights it contains. Nevertheless, it does 
include rights to a broad range of economic and social goods, and the steps that states are 
required to take towards realisation of economic, social and cultural rights must be ‘to the 
maximum of their available resources’.41 The Committee that oversees ICESCR argues that 
the Covenant imposes ‘a minimum core obligation to ensure the satisfaction of, at the very 
least, minimum essential levels of each of the [Covenant] rights’.42 The Committee continues: 

Thus, for example, a State party in which any significant number of individuals is deprived of 
essential foodstuffs, of essential primary health care, of basic shelter and housing, or of the 
most basic form of education is, prima facie, failing to discharge its obligations under the 
Covenant.43 

The Committee has called on states to implement wide-ranging redistributive policies to ensure 
their ‘core obligations’ are met, and it has expressed support for traditional and micro credit 
schemes,44 as well as some modest proposals for land redistribution.45  

In all of these regards, the Committee appears to be pushing human rights in progressive 
directions, away from the liberal paradigm. Ultimately, however, the role played by social and 
economic rights is to ameliorate the excesses of this paradigm, rather than to challenge it.46 
This is because the full realisation of economic and social rights presupposes a market-based 
growth and development model. ICESCR recognises a right ‘to the continuous improvement 
of living conditions’.47 It imposes obligations on states parties ‘to achieve steady economic, 
social and cultural development’ in support of the right to work,48 and to ‘improve methods of 



6 
 

[food] production…by making full use of technical and scientific knowledge…and by 
developing or reforming agrarian systems’.49 It recognises the ‘right of everyone…to enjoy the 
benefits of scientific progress and its applications’.50 Historically, it has been ‘[a]n assumption 
of the international law of development…that underdevelopment is caused by a failure to meet 
the model of a capitalist economy. Development [has meant] industrialisation and 
westernisation.’51 While the meaning and form of development that should be pursued under 
the guise of human rights has been contested,52 the liberal market paradigm has the weight of 
the powerful behind it, and through the influence of large corporations and their shareholders 
and government backers, as well as the major development banks, it continually reasserts itself 
and now clearly dominates.53 This can be seen in the controversy surrounding ICESCR’s 
‘agrarian reform’ provision and struggles for land reform more generally.54 Under the guise of 
agrarian reform, the World Bank and other international financial institutions have promoted a 
market-based model where privately-held land that is not under cultivation is transferred to 
landless rural workers. The land holdings in question are enormous in scale, and the history of 
their acquisition can usually be traced to colonial conquest or dubious gifting from 
unrepresentative governments, but even so, transfers to the landless facilitated by the World 
Bank have frequently been dependent on the provision of monetary compensation to 
landowners disproportionate to the value of the land. Under such schemes landless workers 
have been provided with ‘credit’ to purchase land, but given the costs of land are inflated this 
has left them with crippling debt.55  
 
The Committee in its oversight of ICESCR does not simply assimilate development and the 
realisation of economic and social rights,56 nor assume that development requires market-based 
reform, but it does consider development in some form to be a prerequisite for realising 
economic and social rights,57 and it assumes that development depends upon economic 
growth.58 While such growth is not intrinsically dependent on the expansion of material 
production, the growth model on which the global economy currently depends relies heavily 
on productive activities that impose huge environmental costs. Furthermore, although the 
Committee cautions that the benefits of development must be directed to the least well-off, and 
claims in robust terms that ‘development activities which do not contribute to respect for 
human rights, either directly or indirectly, are not worthy of the name’,59 it is yet to characterise 
redistribution as a genuine alternative to development. Were we not so used to seeing the world 
through a liberal, and now neo-liberal lens, this would be a striking fact, given that the world 
currently has more than enough resources to meet the basic needs of all human beings.60 

On its surface, ICESCR also seems to give substance to the ritual invocation in the human 
rights system of cooperative relations between states because it requires parties to move 
towards the realisation of economic and social rights not only individually but also ‘through 
international assistance and cooperation’.61 On this basis, the Committee argues that the 
‘available resources’ for realising economic and social rights must be assessed with reference 
to resources potentially available to a state via international assistance. Here, though, the 
Covenant’s capacity to challenge the liberal paradigm is again limited by the political realities 
that the human rights rituals of universality, moral consensus, political neutrality, and co-
operation obscure. The Committee asks no more of wealthy countries than that they dedicate 
0.7% of their Gross National Income to Overseas Development Assistance.62 Wealthy 
countries not only fail to meet even this minimal commitment, but the aid that they do provide 
often comes in forms that undermine the realisation of economic and social rights.63 

 
La Vía Campesina – political struggles and rights rituals 
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In this context, what is the significance of the campaign for a supposedly ‘new’ suite of rights, 
many in the economic and social arena, pursued by the international peasants’ movement, La 
Vía Campesina? Founded in 1993, largely through the initiative of Latin American peasant and 
landless workers movements,64 La Vía Campesina represents ‘around 200 million’ ‘peasants, 
small and medium-size farmers, landless people, women farmers, indigenous people, migrants 
and agricultural workers’.65 Like the early ‘activist’ human rights organisations whom Marks 
(following Klein) has critiqued for attempting to demonstrate impartiality at the cost of 
recognising the political realities that explain rights violations,66 the movement claims to be 
‘independent of any political, economic or other type of affiliation’. In the case of La Vía 
Campesina, however, the claim to independence originally extended to NGOs, which were 
perceived (in Martinez-Torres and Rosset’s account) as ‘upwardly accountable to their Board 
and external funders, but not downward to a membership or even to the constituency whose 
interests they “serve”.’67 And while La Vía Campesina’s desire to be independent of ‘political 
parties’ might appear to represent a-political moralism, the account provided by Martinz-Torres 
and Rosset suggests that it actually reflects the historical association of peasants’ organisations 
in Latin America with political parties of various persuasions, and the clientalism that flowed 
from this and which meant the organisations ‘subordinated the objective interests of their 
members in broad-based structural change…to the urban interests of their political parties in 
maintaining the status quo.’68 According to Martinez-Torres and Rosset, ‘neoliberal budget-
cutting policies mandated by structural adjustment in the 1970s and 1980s’ meant that the 
existing ‘political parties and their domesticated [peasants’] organisations became increasingly 
irrelevant for rural peoples’, allowing ‘a new generation of peasant organisations [to come to] 
the fore.’69 It was these organisations that would eventually found La Vía Campesina, and the 
movement’s determination to distance itself from political parties reflects this history and its 
determination not to align itself in the future with vested political interests. Rejecting a-political 
moralism, however, La Vía Campesina describes itself as ‘a political project’.70 
 
In its articulation of this project, La Vía Campesina appears to challenge the human rights 
world view. Its alternative world view highlights material forms of oppression, presents 
alternatives to state-centric thinking, and confronts head on (and therefore, in McMichael’s 
account, ‘de-naturalizes’71, or in my account, ‘de-ritualises’) the liberal market paradigm. On 
the other hand, La Vía Campesina has invested considerable resources for more than a decade 
pursuing dedicated recognition for peasants in the international human rights system,72 and it 
has also begun to rely on rituals of identification to unite the movement. In doing so, it appears 
to be moving towards a form of politics that is conciliatory rather than combative, and that 
renders it less capable of rattling the human rights world view and the liberal market paradigm 
that hides behind it. 
 
Let’s look first at La Vía Campesina in its most confrontational guise, in pursuit of ‘food 
sovereignty’. Although this concept accords a significant role to the state,73 it is oriented 
towards local as well as national empowerment and challenges the international power politics 
currently veiled by rituals of state sovereignty and political neutrality. La Vía Campesina 
defines food sovereignty as ‘small scale production benefiting communities and their 
environment’,74 as well as a commitment to 

giv[ing] a country the right to protect its local producers from cheap imports and to control 
production. It ensures that the rights to use and manage lands, territories, water, seeds, 
livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those who produce food and not of the corporate 
sector.  
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Food sovereignty is specifically opposed by La Vía Campesina to the notion of a human right 
to food.75 The right to food may be realised by handouts from the state or international donors, 
but in this form does nothing to remedy problems such as evictions from land or price volatility 
in international food markets that deprive people of the capacity to support themselves through 
sustainable food production practices. La Vía Campesina aims to achieve food sovereignty by 
taking aim at ‘destructive neoliberal processes’,76 by popular mobilisations, ‘confrontation 
with oppressors’, ‘active resistance’, ‘and building up alternatives’.77 It has demonstrated what 
Martinez-Torres and Rosset describe as ‘deep distrust…of methods that channel and “calm” 
dissent’, such as ‘conflict resolution’, ‘stakeholder dialogue’, and ‘consultation’ with entities 
such as the World Bank and the World Trade Organisation (WTO).78 When it announced in 
2013 that it was cutting ties with an activist organisation on the basis the group aims to reform 
the WTO, La Vía Campesina emphasised, ‘[w]e are not negotiators and we should not be 
limited to what we can or cannot demand within the context of…negotiations [with the 
WTO]’.79 

In their engagement with the UN human rights system, however, members of La Vía 
Campesina have adopted a more conciliatory demeanour. In its campaign for international 
recognition of the rights of peasants, La Vía Campesina has become entangled in the complex 
negotiations that surround the elaboration and adoption of any human rights instrument. In the 
course of this process, the specific material realities and political drivers that explain the 
wrongs suffered by peasants are gradually being obscured by the rituals of human rights. At 
odds with its original distrust of NGOs, La Vía Campesina was assisted in the drafting of its 
original Declaration by the UK based ‘International Institute for Environment and 
Development’ as well as by human rights academics and ‘experts’ who strongly encouraged it 
to draft the Declaration in a manner that mirrors the International Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples and is couched in recogniseable ‘UN language’.80 In promoting the 
Declaration at the Human Rights Council, it has been assisted by FIAN (the Food First 
Information and Action Network), with international secretariats based in Hamburg and 
Geneva, and the Geneva based Centre Europe Tiers-Monde.81  

Even so, the original text of the Declaration that it presented to the UN General Assembly in 
200982  is idiosyncratic from the perspective of the human rights world view. Five paragraphs 
of preliminary material attest to the fact that the ‘security of the world’s population depends on 
the well-being of peasants and sustainable agriculture’, attributes the violation of peasants’ 
rights to ‘neoliberal policies promoted by the [WTO], Free Trade Agreements…other 
institutions and many governments’, and decries the massacre of peasants and the 
criminalisation of their struggle. The preamble ‘emphasises’ that states have undertaken under 
ICESCR to ensure the realisation of the right to food and to be free from hunger 
‘through…genuine agrarian reform’ – an implicit rejection of market based land reform 
programs such as those I discussed above, and also a rather wishful resort to a word, ‘genuine’, 
which does not appear in ICESCR. The substance of the Declaration includes rights not merely 
to food, but to food sovereignty; to determine the varieties of seeds that peasants want to plant; 
to reject the industrial mode of agriculture and all kinds of land acquisition and conversion for 
economic purpose; and to land that can be irrigated to ensure food sovereignty.  

In 2012, the Human Rights Council’s Advisory Committee released its own Declaration on 
the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas (the ‘Advisory draft’), 
drawing heavily on La Vía Campesina’s original. An ‘open-ended intergovernmental working 
group’ has now elaborated a further draft (the ‘Advanced draft’), to form the basis of further 
negotiations.83 The drafting process will continue for some years and any declaration ultimately 
adopted will not be legally binding – contrary to La Vía Campesina’s original claim that 
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because existing human rights instruments ‘do not completely’ recognise peasants’ rights or 
prevent their violation, a binding Convention is necessary.84 Furthermore, the process by which 
La Vía Campesina’s claimed rights are being modified consistent with the established human 
rights framework can be seen in how the Advisory and Advanced drafts translate La Vía 
Campesina’s original text into UN language and into recognisable human rights formulations.85 
The title of La Vía Campesina’s original draft is ‘Declaration of the Rights of Peasants – 
Women and Men’ and references to ‘peasants’ throughout the draft are followed by a bracketed 
‘women and men’, emphasising the movement’s commitment to gender equality and to a focus 
on the very significant role of peasant women in small-scale food production.86 The Advisory 
and Advanced drafts – although they call for gender equality in a dedicated article – remove 
‘women and men’ from the title and the body of the Declaration. In the transition from the La 
Vía Campesina to the Advisory draft, the rights to land capable of being irrigated and ‘to reject 
all kinds of land acquisition and conversion for economic purpose’ were also excluded. The 
latter was replaced with an article stating that peasants should not be ‘forcibly’ evicted from 
their land and that relocation should only take place with ‘free, prior and informed consent’. 
This locution is used in the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People and it has been 
restrictively interpreted in other contexts as a ‘consultation’ rather than a ‘veto’ right.87 In the 
move from the Advisory to the Advanced draft, an ‘implementation’ article has been included 
that provides – like ICESCR, for progressive rather than immediate realisation of the rights 
contained in the instrument.88 In the transition from the Advanced draft to a final draft and 
ultimately (if successful) to a UN Declaration, the rights originally specified by La Vía 
Campesina will inevitably be modified further.89  

Cleays argues that La Vía Campesina’s food sovereignty and ‘Peasants’ Declaration’ 
campaigns represent claims for ‘new’ rights and a ‘rupture with existing conceptions of human 
rights’.90 This is true as they were originally conceived, but to the extent that these rights are 
brought within the rituals of international human rights, they are being progressively modified 
and are losing their transformative political power. Another, but related, form of transformation 
is underway in La Vía Campesina’s embrace of rituals of identification. Since the fourth La 
Vía Campesina international conference in Itaica, Brazil, a ritual mistica has been used to open 
conferences.91 The mistica involves music, singing, and dancing that integrates ‘powerful 
imagery and symbols – typically seeds, soil, water, fire’, and Martinez-Torres and Rosset claim 
that it serves to create ‘a strong sense of collective belonging and commitment.’92 Another 
ritual feature of international meetings of La Vía Campesina are the green scarves worn by 
many participants either knotted around the neck or as a form of headdress, and the chanted 
slogans such as ‘Globalise the struggle! Globalise the hope!’.93 Collective rituals play an 
important role in bringing people together, but in the context of a political movement such as 
La Vía Campesina, they may also facilitate a form of ‘identity’ politics that highlights the 
‘vulnerability’ of the subjugated (peasants) and speaks of them as a group that has been (and 
continues to be) subject to discrimination as opposed to exploitation.94 This orientation does 
violence not only to the heterogeneity of those who identify as ‘peasants’,95 but also ignores or 
obscures the material exploitation that keeps them oppressed, deflecting attention from the 
institutions that enable this oppression, as well as those who benefit from it. 

In the event that a UN Peasants’ Rights Declaration is eventually adopted, it may well be used 
to legitimise the repression of other La Vía Campesina activities and mobilisations, including 
land occupations and resistance to land grabbing and development projects. Although the risk 
of violent repressive measures is present and real,96 it may be that peasants will be better served 
in the long run not by official rights recognition and entry into the community of international 
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human rights believers, but by strategic political confrontations. By contrast with the human 
rights world view, these confrontations highlight the material causes of peasants’ oppression. 
They draw attention to the power disparities that lie behind the claim made by human rights to 
invocation of universality, moral consensus, human dignity, state sovereignty, political 
neutrality, international co-operation, and lawfulness. Such confrontations seek to bring a 
radically different world into view. 
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to the members of ‘Our World is not For Sale’, 6 December 2013. Available at: 
<http://www.viacampesina.org/en/index.php/actions-and-events-mainmenu-26/10-years-of-wto-is-
enough-mainmenu-35/1538-la-via-campesina-demands-an-end-to-the-wto-peasants-believe-that-the-
wto-cannot-be-reformed-or-turned-around>. 
4 Steven Lukes, ‘Political Ritual and Social Integration’, Sociology 9 (1975): 301.  
5 Sally F. Moore & Barbara G. Myerhoff, ‘Introduction: Secular Ritual: Forms and Meanings,’ in 
Secular Ritual, edited by Sally F Moore and Barbara G. Myerhoff (Assen/Amsterdam, The Netherlands: 
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University Press, 2005), 114-116. 
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