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Filtering Information: Human Rights Documentation in Bangladesh  

Word count: 10829 

Introduction 

The documentation of human rights violations is a dangerous and difficult practice. Rarely does the capacity 

of a human rights organisation match the extent of the problem it monitors, or the depth of the issue it tries to 

counter in its attempts to bring change and improvement to societies and citizens. Such organisations tend to 

work with insufficient human capacity, logistical means and financial resources in their efforts to document 

violations, keep state authorities accountable and assist survivors.  

Although documentation of human rights violations is a situated endeavour, it is closely connected to and often 

dependent on global flows and dynamics (Charlesworth and Larking, 2014; Oberleitner, 2007). This implies a 

relationship where local organisations, rooted in a community, and international institutions exchange 

information about resources on the premise that gathering evidence by trustworthy actors is crucial in human 

rights work. What we know today about rights violations and abuses in the world – information that repressive 

states are determined to conceal, taint and distort – is because of the existence of organisations and people that 

detect incidents of violence, collect evidence, package it and publish the information. Such information is, in 

turn, used for complaints, litigation and remedies, as well as advocacy for legal and institutional reforms. Thus, 

human rights documentation is formed and informed by contextual conditions and situated practices, and aims 

to facilitate political and societal change. 

This article sheds light on the process of documenting human rights violations, notably state authorities’ use 

of violence, including torture, disappearances and killings. It is inspired by the proposition that there is little 

mainstream understanding of how human rights information is produced, why we see (and use) certain 

information, and why other information is left out (Alston and Knuckey, 2016). The challenge is not what we 

know, but what we don’t know – and perhaps that we don’t know we don’t know – about that which 

collectively contributes to making human rights “real” in the world (Billaud, 2014). 
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Examining documentation practices in Bangladesh, I show how evidence of violence is produced and made 

available in the public realm with the intention of exposing social suffering, challenging political 

configurations, inhibiting abusive practices, changing violent behaviours, and promoting accountability, 

redress and justice. In this process, I argue that information travels through a line of filters that determine 

whether, let alone how, incidents of brutality and abuse become public human rights cases. This “filtering” 

process – the sorting and sifting of information – is inherent to documentation practices, yet the mechanisms 

by which it is decided what we know and can know are neither passive nor neutral; they are practical and 

situated, conditioned by individual capacities, organisational resources and political contexts. It is this “how” 

of documentation – the gathering and processing of information – that delineates what is made public and what 

becomes known as a human rights violation.  

I focus on the documentation process of identification and transformation of violent incidents to human rights 

cases. In Bangladesh, this is the domain of two institutions: the news media and NGOs. Both institutions rely 

on individuals – journalists and activists – to provide information, based on their abilities, to find and engage 

victims/survivors1 when they become aware of an injustice happening to someone, somewhere. The article 

explores how filtering in the work of journalists and activists decides – identifies and selects – the incidents of 

violence that are documented and transformed into human rights cases. It highlights new aspects of human 

rights work and directs attention to the absence of what we know.  

Examining the manufacture of information through filtering offers an entry point for exploring the processes 

intrinsic to human rights work: the everyday choices and priorities that distil human experiences of suffering, 

victimhood and failures of citizenship for public consumption, justice and advocacy.  

The analysis identifies four filters in the work of journalists that control what rights violations reach the public 

eye: i) discretion and newsworthiness, ii) ethics and victims’ consent, iii) editors and public interest, and iv) 

politics and economics. It also identifies three filters in the work of activists that direct choices and priorities 

                                                           
1 I use the word interchangeably throughout the article, acknowledging the fundamental psychological difference for the 
individuals and their families in moving from one category to the other. 
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of documentation: i) investigation and mandate, ii) human rights case potential, and iii) organisational capacity. 

The analysis finds that these filters are interconnected as a continuous, sequenced process that transforms 

certain incidents into news stories and human rights cases – and rejects others.  

The analysis concludes that the filters mentioned have consequences for what we know and can know about 

violations. The filtering process does not only delimit what we can know about violations; it also outlines what 

we can do to assist victims and how we can prevent future abuses; gives voice to silent suffering; and induces 

processes of substantial change. Thus, filtering as a practice refines particular claims of rights and citizenship 

for public consumption. Filtering as a concept directs us to the absences in and of such practices and offers an 

analytical entry point to shed light on violations that rarely surface in human rights discourse. Understanding 

the processes that shape what we know opens an avenue for considering the structural depth of impunity, 

economic inequality, political domination and social repression. 

The article starts with a discussion on what we know and how we know it, in the field of human rights, setting 

the stage for an overall exploration of documentation practices. This is followed by a description of the political 

environment in Bangladesh and the conditions for documentation work. This provides a background for an 

exploration of how victims are detected and information is gleaned, and how the intersection of journalists and 

activists reveals human rights violations, keeps state authorities accountable and promotes justice for survivors.  

What We Know and How We Know It 

In the field of human rights, what we know – that is, what is knowable and intelligible – is produced, 

circumscribed and categorised by expert knowledge and vocabularies amid a complex and multifaceted 

political process of power contestations (Moon, 2012). For example, notions of victimhood and suffering are 

the result of technical exercises (often of enumeration); they are distinct configurations of power, constructed 

according to specific standards of documentation and evidence (Cingranelli and Richards, 2010; Fukuda-Parr 

et al, 2014; Jeffery and Candea, 2006; Kelly, 2011; Merry, 2014; Rønsbo and Jensen, 2014).   

Human rights documentation is the practice of developing reliable evidence of violations. Such practice has, 

over the years, been standardised into what is now known as fact-finding, an umbrella category encompassing 
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numerous approaches (Alston and Knuckey, 2016). Fact-finding practices have been defined as the unfolding 

of imperialistic, unjust hierarchies and motivations (Sharp, 2016); the exposure of uneven power relations 

between “finder”, witness and victim (Boutruche, 2016; Muzigo-Morrison, 2016); new technologies (Aronson, 

2016; Land, 2016); and as norms of knowledge guiding expert practices (Grace and Bruderlein, 2016; 

Orentlicher, 2016). In the field of human rights documentation for state agencies and policing authorities’ 

violence, gathering information is somewhat circumscribed by legal notions and standards of facts and 

evidence (Kelly, 2011). Attention is directed to the individual and the specificity of the violation: the type of 

violence, duration, site, injuries, perpetrator(s), witnesses, etc; the intention of the perpetrator(s); and the 

accountability of the state. Such assistance to survivors involves the production of medico-legal evidence 

through extensive physical examinations to establish the type of violation and the severity of injuries.2 The 

rationale is to produce credible evidence based on individual cases that can be used in national legal systems 

for justice and redress, and potentially in international systems of state accountability.  

The public imagination tends to view a human rights violation of violence and torture as an extreme event that 

concerns “enemies of the state”, and directs attention towards particular types of individuals, practices and 

experiences of legal and bodily transgressions. Thus, attention is diverted away from issues of social and 

structural (mundane, endemic) violence, and towards the (spectacular) political individual (Kelly, 2011; Kelly 

et al, 2017; Andersen, 2018), which repeatedly carries a bias towards the dramatic with a view to “drive the 

knowledge into action” (Moon, 2012: 877).  

However, being a social and political construct, creating documentation is a subjective and reactive practice. 

It is contextual and entails “studying the conditions under which injuries are perceived or go unnoticed and 

how people respond to the experience of injustice and conflict” (Felstiner et al, 1980-81: 631-32). 

Documentation is part of standard human rights work in which the production of information is a tool to evoke 

support and access mechanisms of justice in pursuit of accountability and redress, promoting societal change 

and improvement. As such, human rights work is about state transformation in that it is inherently political 

                                                           
2 See Istanbul Protocol as an example. 
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and connected to the global notion of an impartial state (Moyn, 2010; Vincent, 2010). As a concept of change, 

it is “embedded in a distinctive vision of the good society that envisions the state as the provider of social 

justice and the individual as responsible for making rights claims on the state”, where human rights tenets are 

“some of the only tools available to struggle for rights of the disenfranchised” (Merry, 2006: 41).  

Analysing rights practices and their implications for what we know about violations, Sally Engle Merry focuses 

“on the social processes of human rights implementation and resistance”; in other words, the ways in which 

documentation is used in practice and the knowledge it produces in context. Usefully, instead of asking “if 

human rights are a good idea” as a state-modernising project, she advocates for a perspective that explores 

what difference they make (Merry, 2006: 39). For her, these adoption processes were approached as an 

appropriation – a vernacularisation – of rights vocabularies under specific contextual conditions, while other 

theorists took them as a proliferation and dissemination of norms vocabularies (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui, 

2005; Keck and Sikkink, 1998). Other studies have since looked at how human rights ideas become adopted 

in culturally distinct communities, situating global discourse in local practices (Unnithan and Heitmeyer, 

2014). Conversely, this article approaches human rights work from the perspective of the practitioners – 

journalists and activists – involved in the production of evidence as a critique of existing political and legal 

paradigms (Goodale and Merry, 2007: 14).  

With a point of departure in the work of actors who produce and feed the rights-based system with information, 

I aim to reverse Merry’s approach to the localisation and transplantation of knowledge (Merry, 2006: 39), and 

analyse the situated production of information that is made available for public consumption and policy – 

specifically exploring how some incidents of violence become human rights cases and why some remain 

undisclosed. 

Methodology 

The article is based on 52 interviews, each conducted over several sessions, over a two-year period. Those 

interviewed are human rights activists representing six organisations involved in assistance for survivors of 

state violence; lawyers active in the courts of Bangladesh handling human rights cases; journalists from the 
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country’s five largest national newspaper dailies, in English and Bangla; and representatives of the Bangladesh 

Anti-Corruption Commission and the country’s National Human Rights Commission.  

To identify the abovementioned actors, I used chain referral, a method that yields interlocutors “through 

referrals who share or know of others who possess some characteristics that are of research interest” (Biernacki 

and Waldorf, 1981: 141). It locates new actors through previously identified individuals because they are 

familiar with persons like them in similar social networks (Scott, 1991: 55-56; Carrington et al, 2005: 9). Since 

I have known many of the actors for years, establishing a good rapport was straightforward and balanced as 

we moved into an epistemic partnership (Holmes and Marcus, 2005: 241, 250), analysing cases and work 

challenges. At the time, the political situation was not conducive for human rights work. Several of the 

organisations were under surveillance; there were a few arrests; some organisations found their funds frozen; 

and there was an attempted abduction of a well-known activist. In this environment, documentation activities 

dwindled to a minimum. What follows is based on narrated retrospections on work practices by activists and 

journalists involved in documentation. All participants have been anonymised. 

The Craft of Documentation 

Human rights documentation is not a straightforward task of obtaining objective facts. Information circulating 

in national and international arenas is produced by people in interaction with other people under specific 

conditions. Behind every case and statistic is a person detecting the incident, interviewing the victim and 

collecting the evidence. Documentation is at once a social human practice, an individualised craft and a 

political process that depends on relationships of trust and contextual acumen. Evidence is not a discrete entity, 

nor is its production a straightforward practice. It is carried out by informed actors working under harsh 

conditions to purposefully choose what to document, and what not. In this capacity, they act as producer, 

conveyor and messenger, fashioning incidents of violence into human rights cases. It is the process of 

evidence-making that determines what we know about human rights violations. This is important in itself, as 

it tells us about the information we have and can have in specific situations, and is crucial for our understanding 

of the information we can expect to attain through documentation.  
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In Bangladesh, documentation is the domain of two institutions: the news media and NGOs. Both institutions 

rely on individuals – survivors, journalists and activists – to come forward, and they then collect and package 

information. The news media landscape is densely populated and diverse, with print outlets stretching from 

local newspapers to national dailies, broadcast media, including radio and television, and news websites.3 

Since there are plentiful outlets, reporters are ubiquitous at all levels of society and their accessibility gives 

them a unique monitoring capacity. Activists are often professionals – lawyers, journalists, doctors and 

teachers – mobilised as volunteers by NGOs to report violations they come across in their local communities. 

These individuals act as the eyes and ears of the organisations and function as outreach points for advocacy 

and awareness campaigns. Four of the organisations in this study maintained nationwide networks. Together, 

activists and journalists create a monitoring grid, reaching across the country to detect and document violations. 

However, human rights organisations and activists on one hand, and media houses and journalists on the other, 

select, investigate and publicise cases according to different rationales, agendas and aims.  

I approach the journalists and activists as distinct, yet connected, “epistemic communities” (Haas, 1992: 2), as 

two networks of professionals with recognised expertise, competence and an authoritative claim to knowledge 

within their domains – sharing a set of normative beliefs, problem analysis and notions of validity as a basis 

for social action in their commitment to enhancing human welfare (Haas, 1992: 3). Thus, while the two are 

independent of each other, they intersect in investigating violent exposures, assisting victims and bringing 

about justice, as inseparable links in the process of how and what we know (and what we don’t know) about 

rights violations.4 

Political Conditions and Documentation Practices 

In Bangladesh, politics has, for decades, been characterised by a confrontational divide between two parties: 

the Awami League and the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) (Jahan, 2015; Lewis, 2011; Osman, 2010). 

                                                           
3 The Information Ministry has registered 1,078 newspapers in the country, see 
http://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2016/jun/14/countrys-newspapers-lack-professional-editors, accessed 14/6 
2016. 
4 I do not address how this information might travel to international arenas or the motivations of the survivors to come 
forward. 

http://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2016/jun/14/countrys-newspapers-lack-professional-editors
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These parties have competed for government power since democracy was reinstated in 1991 after 16 years of 

military rule (Moniruzzaman, 2009). The divide permeates state and society. A change of government is a 

change of parliamentary decision-making power and a complete transformation of institutions, agencies and 

administration; from the police to universities, unwanted people are transferred or forced to retire and resign 

(Jahan and Shahan, 2008: 38; Alam and Teicher, 2012: 869; Rashid, 2014: 156). The underlying logic is a 

need to eradicate the policies and mechanisms of the previous government and ensure loyalty of and control 

over state agencies and institutions.  

The two parties each routinely manipulate, amend and ignore the legal system for their own ends, together 

creating a society based on rule through law, not the rule of law (Andersen, 2017).5 Members of parliament 

use state resources, such as contracts, jobs and promotions, to build support bases and secure vote banks 

(Amundsen, 2016: 52). This practice ensures party control of the state and establishes an opportunity structure 

for the exchange of favours, distribution of benefits and allocation of rewards (Andersen, 2016: 418). The 

opposition, unable to influence law and policy, consequently boycotts parliament at opportune moments and 

resorts to street agitations such as hartals (commercial and service shutdowns), which disrupt society and 

causes injuries and deaths (Suykens and Islam, 2013: 61–83, Ruud, 2014: 306).  

Under these conditions, a handful of journalists and activists work to document violations and advocate for 

change. However, with increasing political repression, silencing of dissenting voices, control of the judiciary 

and widespread impunity, the main challenge is finding survivors who are willing to come forward seeking 

justice. Detection is the first step in documentation – a step where journalists play a cardinal role.  

News Reporting as Documentation 

“Be courageous and report but don’t get killed!”6 

“If I don’t write their story nobody knows about it.”7 

                                                           
5 A refashioning of Comaroff’s notion of the state’s lethal labour of “law fare”(Comaroff, 2001). 
6 Interview, journalist, 10 February 2016. 
7 Interview, journalist, 19 April 2015. 
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Journalists do not do human rights work, they produce news stories. Individual journalists may be inclined and 

oriented towards human rights, but their work methods and outputs are concerned with the making of 

interesting, remarkable and thought-provoking – ultimately saleable – stories for their readers, listeners or 

viewers. They are often required to produce news that is in alignment with the political line and economic 

interest of a media house, its ownership and advertisers (Chomsky and Herman, 1988: ix; Fishman, 1980: 14; 

Manning, 2001: 14–15; Schudson, 2003: 4). 

In Bangladesh, media outlets – print and broadcast – are owned by political and economic elites, including 

members of parliament (Andaleeb et al, 2012; Rahman, 2009), conflating the interests of business and politics. 

The media is divided and mostly overtly biased in favour of one party or the other, and is used to advance or 

defend the political and business interests of the owners and their collaborators (TI, 2014).  

Amid these fault lines are the crime reporters.8 Reporting on illegality, they maintain relationships with all 

strata of society – from politicians to bureaucrats and law-enforcement members to criminals. Crime reporters 

are specialists. The Dhaka-based journalists cover the entire country and must travel outside the city when an 

event is considered newsworthy. They are responsible for reporting on all crime and effectively work the 

institutional boundaries and political conditions when investigating and publishing such incidents, though it is 

often an exposed position. Crime reporters are well-versed in politics and understand the tacit limits of 

reporting – their livelihoods and even lives depend on it. 

Four filters control what violations reach the public eye: i) discretion and newsworthiness assessment, ii) ethics 

and victims’ consent, iii) editors and public interest, and iv) politics and economics. The filters are 

interconnected as a sequenced process that transforms certain incidents into news stories and rejects others. 

This is based on careful choices. The initial two filters are in the hands of the journalist; the latter two in the 

hands of their editors and management above the editors. 

The First Filter: Discretion and Newsworthiness Assessment 

                                                           
8 The Crime Reporters Association of Bangladesh totals about 100 members at the Dhaka Press Club. They work from 
afternoon to late into the night, responding to all sorts of crime, accidents and violations. 
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“Say I have five stories. Informing the office, they decide which to work on. I don’t tell them all my stories. I 

just give them two to choose from; considering what kind of coverage they might get, would it be a lead 

story?”9  

The first filter is the discretion of the individual journalist. When detecting a violation, journalists on the spot, 

in the moment, decide whether it is worth further investigation. They assess the incident’s newsworthiness – 

and even what page it might be assigned to – before deciding whether to investigate, let alone write about what 

they are investigating. The decision is grounded in their individual experiences through which they analyse 

how relevant the story might be for the outlet and in wider society. This is articulated by a crime reporter on 

an upmarket national daily:  

“When someone ordinary is murdered, we often don't report. Or we give it limited treatment in the newspaper. 

But when someone important is murdered, we certainly report. It is first-page news. Reporting depends on the 

news value it carries.”10 

When a potential case is detected, the individual journalist assesses whether the incident has the potential to 

become news. This assessment is based on how individual journalists view both the interest of the perceived 

audience and its impact on their own career paths in relation to the potential prominence of the story in the 

media outlet. Violence towards poor people by all sorts of authorities occurs regularly in Bangladesh (ICG, 

2016; Islam, 2013). Violations of people’s rights, therefore, especially people with low social status and little 

leverage, are rarely considered newsworthy since the first criterion of newsworthy is “out of the ordinary”.11 

Such stories would be filtered out by an experienced journalist before they reached the news desk based on an 

assessment of their news value, which is coloured by how much time and resources they can spend on a story 

with little chance of publication.12 Consequently, everyday violence towards the poor – regardless of the 

perpetrator and the violence – is seldom investigated and reported by journalists. Quite simply, it is not news. 

                                                           
9 Interview, journalist, 18 March 2015. 
10 Interview, journalist, 25 February 2015. 
11 Interview, journalists, 18 September 2014, 19 September 2014. 
12 Interview, journalist, 19 September 2014.  
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The Second Filter: Ethics and Victims’ Consent 

“I only report when the victims or the victims’ families are willing to publish the case, which is rare. Most 

people won’t do it. They are afraid. They don’t expect justice, only more violence and extortion”.13 

The second filter is a journalist’s ethical and practical assessment of potential risk versus gain for the victims 

by investigating and publishing the story. When a journalist encounters a violent incident that is spectacular 

and can attract public interest – that is, it has passed the first filter and constitutes a news story – the next 

consideration is the needs and interests of the victims. 

Without consent, then, the incident will not surface. The main consideration in this choice is the safety, 

integrity and health of the victim and the victim’s family. Because of institutionalised impunity for law-

enforcement officers and a general absence of the rule of law, repercussions from perpetrators are a real 

possibility. Publicising an incident places the victim and the family in the spotlight. This public attention may 

put them at risk of retaliation by the perpetrators, including being implicated in fabricated or dormant cases.14  

As a result, journalists often find that victims are more preoccupied with escaping publicity, and with removing 

themselves and their families from the attention of law enforcers and legal institutions, than with coming 

forward to demand justice and redress (Kelly et al, 2017: 18).15 Thus, public attention provided by the media 

is itself a danger, instead of a safeguard or an instrument of justice. Escaping the spotlight – turning off the 

glare of attention – can be the one thing that ensures health, livelihood and even survival.  

This should be seen in the context of the reporters’ working conditions. Investigations and reports by journalists 

are rarely deep and extensive. Reporting often tends to be descriptive, factual and time-bound – a snapshot of 

the moment. Follow-up stories cannot be guaranteed, especially if there are no new dramatic developments. 

Monitoring incidents over time and keeping authorities in check is rarely possible, even in the few incidents 

where a victim does file a legal case against perpetrators. Journalists are in no position to guarantee any form 

                                                           
13 Interview, journalist, 19 April 2015.  
14 Interview, journalist, 1 March 2015.  
15 Interviews, human rights activists, 9 and 26 September 2014, 26 February 2015, 24, 25a and 25b March 2015.  



12 

 

of protection or action by relevant state institutions, NGOs, or even the National Human Rights Commission, 

should the victims and their families need it. Consequently, the ethical downside of reporting a case often 

outweighs the gains, especially considering the faint prospects of due legal process, justice and redress.  

The Third Filter: Editors and Public Interest 

“Everyday there are thousands of violations; what is important? There was a time when a robbery was 

interesting for the readers. Now, not even murder is considered news. Significance changes.”16  

The third filter is the news desk. The news editor decides whether a report is worth publishing based on a 

number of criteria. One is their understanding of public interest – in other words how well it will sell – in 

comparison with other available stories. Second is how much time and work still needs to be spent on it. If the 

story is not up to standard or is incomplete – for example, if relevant documents or case files were not secured 

(thus opening the publisher to legal action), or interviews with lawyers, witnesses, medical officers and 

possibly even alleged perpetrators, such as the police or other law-enforcement officers, are missing, it cannot 

be considered for the current deadline, and by tomorrow, the story may be too old. 

Thus, it is possible that even an important incident, one that is properly investigated and written up, and 

involves a victim who is willing to be named, will not make the page. Some days, a news editor may have 

several stories to choose from and other days there will be fewer or none at all. A story rejected one day could 

be published another day, if a space needs to be filled. This inherently arbitrary aspect of what makes it onto 

the page could therefore potentially filter a significant violation away from the public realm, even if a victim 

is willing to come forward and the quality and/or extent of information is sufficient. What was extraordinary 

yesterday may not compete successfully today against a shifting backdrop of what is ordinary – although this 

particular space constraint is becoming increasingly less relevant with the shift from traditional newspapers to 

digital platforms. But still, the ordinary is seldom considered news. 

The Fourth Filter: Politics and Economics 

                                                           
16 Interview, journalist/editor, 27 February 2015. 
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“The media is owned by businessmen or politicians. They want their purposes served.”17 

In the fourth filter, an editor has two considerations: besides the profitability of the enterprise, the political 

inclination of the newspaper – which is to say the political disposition of its owner – is always a factor. In other 

words, a media outlet’s political stance depends on the position of its owner(s) within the antagonistic national 

political landscape that defines and divides the society.  

“The problem is the owners have their own agenda. They want to use the media houses as an instrument to 

control politicians and the state.”18  

Media outlets more or less openly support particular political orientations and parties. The majority of media 

outlets are privately owned by businessmen and politicians. This includes parliamentary members, who use 

them as platforms or levers for their political and private interests.19 Reportage often reflects these connections 

and consequently exposes intentional conflations of interest. Stories are selected and framed by the political 

line of the newspaper and the disposition of the owners, which means stories that work against their interest, 

or those associated with the ownership, will rarely be publicised; and stories that support their allies are likely 

to be downplayed or even omitted. For instance, an opposition supporter’s illegalities during a hartal, which 

are unlikely to be exposed by an outlet aligned to the opposition, may be widely exposed in government-

aligned media.  

The editor, amid the sensitive political fault lines shaping the owners’ and their associates’ political and private 

interests, may have to weigh these considerations when deciding what will sell, which, again, may not be quite 

the same as what is professional, ethical and trustworthy reporting. In a nutshell, editors must negotiate the 

political terrain, ensure proper and credible reporting and protect the platform from legal action, all the while 

producing attractive and competitive news stories that will maintain and increase readership to secure 

advertisements – with the aim of increasing the value of the outlet’s market share. Thus, the choices and 

                                                           
17 Interview, journalist, 2 March 2015. 
18 Interview, journalist, 24 February 2015. 
19 Accessed 18/5/2016, see http://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/business-factor-our-politics-156688 
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priorities of the reporters and editors meant to keep state institutions, authorities and political actors 

accountable are conditioned by factors such as party politics, competitive business and profit.  

Filtering News 

Journalists and editors, then, must be attentive to overall political developments in a society where self-

censorship is a daily reality.20 Attentiveness to politics is a decisive factor in producing and packaging news 

stories. Two sets of issues have to be considered before publishing: the possible consequences, for a reporter 

and an outlet, in challenging elite interests; and the possible consequences, again, for both reporter and outlet, 

of being labelled a supporter of one or other party, that is, of government or opposition (and thus the adversary 

of the other). Since the sitting government has amended the laws governing broadcast and communications 

media, the threat to freedom of expression has increased. Media outlets have been shut down and people 

imprisoned for stating their opinion in public.21 Labels such as “agent of foreign powers” and “anti-liberation 

minded” both diminish social status and contain security threats, such as the possibility of arrest and legal 

ramifications. In this situation, editors and journalists have to be innovative to keep pressure on the government 

to respect the rule of law, freedom of expression and human rights. One way of doing this is by circumventing 

the notion of victimhood by pursuing stories of government supporters who have been victimised by law-

enforcement agencies, thus averting allegations of opposition support yet exposing violations and misuse of 

authority.22   

To summarise, the vast majority of violations that occur do not make it past the commercial and political 

imperatives governing the news industry. Even if journalists detect victims, investigation and reporting is not 

guaranteed and many stories of violence remain undisclosed. As said previously, this filtering of information 

                                                           
20 Interview, journalists, 19 and 21 September 2014, 4, 25 and 26 February 2015.  
21 The Information and Communication Technology Act (2013 amendment) stipulates punishment up to 14 years in jail 
or a fine of 10-million taka, for publishing in electronic form any material causing a deterioration in law and order, 
prejudicing the image of the state or a person, or undermining a religious belief. News editor M Rahman, NGO activist, 
A Rahman and bloggers A Mohiuddin, MR Biplob, SA Shuvo and R Parvez have been arrested under the Act. The new 
“Digital Security Act, 2018”, is yet to be passed in parliament with even harsher regulations. See 
https://www.dw.com/en/bangladeshs-new-digital-security-law-alarms-journalists/a-42377844 and 
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/case/ongoing-harassment-adilur-rahman-khan. 
22 Interview, journalist, 24 February 2015. 

https://www.dw.com/en/bangladeshs-new-digital-security-law-alarms-journalists/a-42377844
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delimits what we know and can know about society – some stories are lost or not prioritised while others are 

held up for reasons that have nothing to do with human rights. But of those stories that do end up in the public 

realm, some are picked up by human rights organisations and transformed into human rights cases.  

The journalist is a crucial point of initiation in the production, transplantation and translocation of information 

into the national and international human rights system. This is regardless of the fact that priorities and choices 

made for publication are circumscribed by rationalities external to the moral and legal predispositions of human 

rights discourse and practice. As such, journalists and editors in the news-making business are closely 

interlinked, almost embedded, as key sources and repositories of information within human rights work.  

Human Rights Documentation 

The role of human rights organisations is to ensure state accountability and adherence to national and 

international laws; prevent human rights violations where possible; raise public awareness; and advocate for 

rights. Monitoring and documenting human rights transgressions are a vital component of their work, as well 

as helping citizens know their rights and access justice mechanisms. An organisation’s effectiveness is based 

on its ability to gather credible information about authorities and law-enforcement practices. The work is based 

on the ability to expose rights violations, and to establish patterns of misconduct, negligence and impunity. 

The reasoning is that holding transgressions up to the public view may prevent repetition. The information is 

used in national and international arenas, such as the Universal Periodic Review, to display responsibilities 

and pressure a state into abiding by obligations within national and international law (Alston and Crawford, 

2000). Yet, it all begins with the collection of local evidence. 

In Bangladesh, respected and credible human rights organisations are few in number and well-known in 

society. The community is small and divided along the same party lines that split the society at large, which 

prevents in-depth co-ordination and collaboration. Their leaders, often among the founding members, are 

charismatic personalities who participate in public debate. The staff members are professionals who have 

dedicated their working lives to human welfare. They are closely connected to the organisations and represent 

them in both private and public, often facing threats and risk of repercussions to life and livelihood.  
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Organisations document violations for several purposes. The information is used for statistics, advocacy, and 

in court. Each organisation compiles databases of the information they collect. Based on the data, they produce 

monthly and yearly reports on rights violations.23 This is used as situational evidence. It is circulated for 

campaigning and advocacy purposes, to build pressure to keep the government and the state accountable, and 

to influence law-making and policy. It is also used as evidence in the justice system, if possible. However, 

court cases against law-enforcement perpetrators are few in number because of a culture of impunity and fear 

of repercussions (Sharma and Andersen, 2017). Though court work has proven to be a dangerous and often 

futile exercise with little chance of success,24 organisations prepare case material in the hope that politics will 

change and impunity be revoked.25 

Gathering Information 

All the organisations’ work depends entirely on gathering credible information. The organisations get 

information through the media, volunteer networks and direct contact with survivors.26  All organisations scan 

newspapers and other media outlets every day, searching for rights violations within their mandate. Though 

publicised for commercial purposes, the news stories form the main basis for selecting incidents for further 

investigation. Another source of information are networks of individuals aligned to human rights work. 

Available in local communities, they are easier to approach without attracting attention than rights-based 

organisations. Organisations are also directly approached by victims and/or victims’ families. They are often 

assisted by local activists – who may have been the initial contacts – in seeking missing relatives, accessing 

and freeing detained family members and, on rare occasions, filing a legal case against perpetrators. 

However, not all investigations end with public revelations in the media or the courts. In the context of 

impunity and faint hope of legal remedy, survivors and family members often prioritise coming home alive 

over legal forms of accountability.27 Hence, few incidents are selected for deeper action and not all incidents 

                                                           
23 Interviews, human rights activists, 9 and 13 September 2014, 25b March 2015.  
24 Interview, lawyers, 24 February, and 21 and 25a March 2015. Interview, human rights activists, 24 March 2015.  
25 Organisations work under the legal stipulation that no time limit exists regarding cases of torture and ill-treatment. 
26 Interviews, human rights activists 9, 16 and 22 September 2014; 24, 25a, 25b March 2015, 10 May 2015. 
27 Interview, journalist, 22 February 2015; interview, lawyer, 24 February 2015; interview, human rights activist, 25a 
March 2015. 
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can be transformed into a human rights case. At least three filters have been identified to direct these choices 

and priorities: i) investigation and mandate, ii) human rights case potential, and iii) organisational capacity. 

The First Filter: Investigation and Mandate 

“We investigate the severe cases; we take on the cases where the victims are ethnic or religious minorities or 

with the political opposition. We might do cases of domestic or dowry-related violence, but only if it is 

considered a human rights violation.”28 

The first filter is whether an incident falls within the mandate of the organisation. If not, the incident is either 

referred to other organisations or shelved.29. Each organisation focuses on particular themes, specialises in 

distinct violations and rights, and targets certain groups of victims, which, in turn, dictates how they act and 

who they assist. The work procedures of one of the large human rights organisations are telling for the field of 

documentation in Bangladesh:30 

“Every day we refuse some cases. We have no mandate if not [a] human rights violation within the convention 

or law.”31 

Common for organisations that work on human rights violations regarding state violence, is that their mandate 

is somewhat defined and/or aligned to UN agreements, such as the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights and the Convention Against Torture. It must be “a national legal aid and human rights 

organisation, [that] provides legal and social support to the disempowered. Its goal is to create a society based 

on equality, social and gender justice, and rule of law. It seeks to create an environment for accountability and 

transparency of governance institutions”.32 The activities must include: “Creating human rights (HR) 

awareness in the public at large, facilitating the development and strengthening the capabilities of organisations 

in communities for identifying, investigating and protesting HR violations; monitoring law enforcement and 

                                                           
28 Interview, human rights activist, 9 September 2014.  
29 Interviews, human rights activists, 9 and 16 September 2014, 24 and 25a March 2015.  
30 It has special consultative status with United Nations Economic and Social Council. 
31 Interview, human rights activist, 9 September 2014. 
32 See, http://www.askbd.org/ask/about-us/ and  

http://www.askbd.org/ask/about-us/
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legislative processes in the country; liaising with international HR protection organisations … and  undertaking  

public-interest  litigation  in  the Supreme Court of Bangladesh.”33 Key instruments in their organisational tool 

box are the law, legal responsibility and state accountability. These underline the impetus for thorough 

investigations and mining of particular information. These include interviews with victims, local authorities, 

perpetrators, witnesses, and the collection of police records, media reports, medical certificates, and police 

reports, as well as the examination and photograph of injuries, and so on. This builds credible evidence for 

case proceedings in national courts and international adjudication, and identifies needs for relevant assistance. 

Crucial in this is the state’s responsibility and obligations towards their citizens, according to national and 

international law.  

This, however, delineates issues of culpability and victimhood, and outlines avenues for justice and redress. 

For example, the perpetrator and the act of perpetration is, in most cases, to be defined by the criminal code. 

This means that, for most organisations, human rights violations are those that are committed by 

representatives of the state, notably law-enforcement agencies. This covers acts committed in the encounter 

between authority and citizen, that is, at arrest, detention, etc, and regulated by the criminal code, Article 35 

of the country’s Constitution, and the Torture and Custodial Death (Prevention) Act approved in 2013 (Sharma 

and Andersen, 2017), which the organisations may use. This depends on detection and fact-finding.  

“We have an action meeting every morning where we discuss the cases we have received. A team monitors the 

news and forwards information to us in the fact-finding unit. If it is a case of human rights violations, we take 

it.”34 

On a daily basis, each organisation decides which incidents to investigate and which to simply record as a 

statistic. The organisation makes the choice, based on available information, most often news media reports. 

If initial investigations indicate a severe and/or urgent case of human rights violation, information will be 

mined, either through its network of activists or by launching a fact-finding team from the head office.  

                                                           
33 See, http://www.askbd.org/ask/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Annual_Report_2016_optimized.pdf 
34 Interview, human rights activist, 9 September 2014. 
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The organisations work with two levels of action and information: legal aid assistance and urgent appeals. 

Urgent appeals require what they call “primary” information, and legal aid requires “in-depth” information. 

In-depth information is used for legal accountability and involves longer investigations to extract information. 

Primary information is less extensive and includes name, type and site of violence, age, occupation, human 

rights violation, and perpetrator(s). It is mainly collected by local activists as the basis for urgent appeals.35 

This information is sent to national and international actors, such as the Asian Human Rights Commission that 

specialises in disseminating urgent appeals throughout the international human rights system.  

In the event of the need for an in-depth investigation, the organisation sends a team of experienced fact-finders 

to follow up on the information initially gathered by local activists. Though local activists undertake the initial 

enquiries, in-depth investigations are often difficult and dangerous. Consequently, such investigations are 

completed by a team from Dhaka, which carry the political weight, network and reputation of the organisation 

in the encounter with local authorities and law-enforcement agencies.  

Fact-finding is a thorough and time-consuming process, conducted by experienced people to ensure 

information is collected properly so it can be used for legal and advocacy purposes. Each organisation has 

three to five people doing this work. On average, the two largest organisations receive 10 to 12 cases a day 

and conduct 10 to 12 fact-finding efforts a month.36 Usually, the organisation sends a team of one to three 

members to collect evidence, depending on need and the extent of the incident. All information is brought back 

to Dhaka, where the team prepares a report based on which the organisation decides whether to engage with 

further intervention or not.37 The deliberation is based on an assessment of the alleged violator; the law-

enforcement agency or political actor involved; the national legal framework and its ramifications for the 

survivor and their family; and its potential as a legal case. If the case is accepted and the survivor consents, it 

                                                           
35 The organisations have educated almost 100 local activists on fact-finding, during the year. 
36 For example, an organisation registered 162 individuals allegedly killed by law-enforcement agencies in 2017. See 
http://www.askbd.org/ask/2018/01/17/death-law-enforcement-agencies-january-december-2017/.  
37 Interview, human rights activist, 9 September 2014. 

http://www.askbd.org/ask/2018/01/17/death-law-enforcement-agencies-january-december-2017/
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will be passed on to associated or in-house lawyers that will begin the legal case work, such as launch 

complaints to the relevant state bodies and file cases against perpetrators. 

The deliberation involves addressing the nature of the crime and the characteristic of the violators. Particular 

victims and specific violent acts do not automatically rationalise investigations. For example, domestic 

violence and violence by informal authorities, such as locally influential persons or criminal groups, normally 

falls outside the scope of human rights documentation. In practice, however, these lines are blurred since many 

incidents are on the borderline of the organisational mandate and, as such, are open to interpretation and 

categorisation. If there is a political angle, such as involvement of politicians or political groups, or if it is a 

religious or minority issue, it can be considered a human rights violation according to the mandate and pursued 

as a human rights case.  

Furthermore, the issue of positive obligations in human rights law, and the state’s obligation to secure the 

citizens’ effective enjoyment of rights, are, at times, used to address incidents of severe abuses and killings by 

non-state actors, or in events of enforced disappearances where the victim is absent and the perpetrators 

unknown, as the state is obliged to protect its citizens’ right to life and to investigate crime. The issue of dowry 

– the transfer of property, gifts or money at the marriage of a daughter – is such a borderline situation in which 

the perpetrators are close relatives, most often the husband, not a state authority. Though the organisations 

register cases via media monitoring, they cannot investigate all cases because of their sheer volume: 122 

women were violently abused (tortured) and 145 killed in 2017.38 The nature of the crime and the characteristic 

of the perpetrator are more often used to assess incidents and enable fact-finding. If it is a clear violation of 

national and international law, within the ambits of the conventions and treaties the country has signed and 

ratified, then investigations are reasoned. If the perpetrator of the crime is a member of a state authority or 

law-enforcement agency, then investigations are justified within the mandate and work area of the 

organisation. In effect, the mandate delimits the extent and depth of action and fact-finding, and many incidents 

                                                           
38 See  http://www.askbd.org/ask/2018/01/17/violence-women-dowry-january-december-2017/, and 
http://odhikar.org/when-marriage-is-for-money/  

http://www.askbd.org/ask/2018/01/17/violence-women-dowry-january-december-2017/
http://odhikar.org/when-marriage-is-for-money/
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of violence are filtered out of human rights work because they do not fall within categories of rights violations, 

and not all incidents have the potential to be human rights cases.  

The Second Filter: Human Rights Case Potential 

“Judicial processes are about evidence. This depends on the credibility of those bringing the case.”39  

“If you are publicly known, it underlines and [advances] the case and attracts the media. Proving guilt and 

[getting] justice we can only dream of. Therefore, we need the dramatic cases and we must pick and choose 

cases with this in mind. It is cynical but necessary to make the courts respond.”40 

If an incident falls within the mandate, the responsible staff members at the organisation assess the potential 

of the incident to be transformed into a human rights case. This assessment is based broadly on three criteria: 

a) severity of abuse, injuries and discrimination, b) urgency of intervention, especially if the abuse is ongoing, 

and c) potential for advocacy. 

Organisations are inclined to investigate non-political incidents when they involve vulnerable groups, such as 

children and women, or include dramatic violence. Regular beatings of young men in connection with police 

inquiries into alleged criminal activities rarely attract attention, whether from the public, in the media or within 

the human rights organisations. Such cases are simply not strategically “acceptable” or promotable in court or 

to publicly advocate for political and institutional changes. Thus, the choices of fact-finding mainly privilege 

those events that involve and use established notions of victimhood. Vulnerability, intent and injury combined 

with urgency of action constitute a case with potential. Women and child victims more easily attract public 

attention because of the (perceived) arbitrariness of victimisation and deeper levels of vulnerability, which 

involves moral dimensions of victimhood based on globalised notions of innocence and defencelessness. As 

such, they fit the category of a blameless, “proper” victim – an illustrative figure in campaigning. For example, 

the case of Limon, a 16-year-old boy, that was shot by law-enforcement agents and lost his leg, became a 

national public representation of the government’s rule, failing legal system and systematic impunity that 

                                                           
39 Interviews, lawyers, 21 and 25b March 2015. 
40 Interview, human rights activist, 25 September 2014.  
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mustered media and NGO support. Yet, with the ironic outcome that the fabricated charges against him were 

dropped, justice and redress for perpetration and injury remains unsolved.41 The perpetrating law-enforcement 

agents and their actions are publicly known, they are still on active duty and free in society with the cases not 

moving in court five years after the incident. In the repressive political environment, not even cases of almost 

or actual abject innocence can reach some form of justice and redress.  

Furthermore, against the backdrop of the party-political fission in Bangladesh society, organisations tend to 

prioritise incidents involving political actors as victims and perpetrators. Since wider public awareness can 

advance cases within the legal system, politically flavoured incidents are especially usable for public advocacy. 

Such cases contain the potential to attract the media, which can be used to attract political attention for the 

organisation and so help advocate for legal accountability and institutional changes.  

Consequently, abuse of ordinary citizens, especially cases which contain no element of severe suffering, 

politics or drama – in other words, no potential to attract wider attention – is not a priority for further 

investigation. Such cases rarely gain the political traction needed to increase pressure for legal reforms and 

institutional changes. They end up in the archive, along with other less spectacular transgressions and 

violations accumulated over time, with little hope for the survivors to attain any form of justice and redress.  

Thus, the choice to investigate and document, or not, is confined by globalised notions about the characteristics 

of a “proper” victim and whether their suffering can be turned into a working human rights case. In effect, 

incidents with this potential are those with clear lines of innocence on one hand and culpability on the other. 

It is this combination of the vulnerable and the defiant that holds the potential to be transformed into a human 

rights case. These processes distil the abjectly blameless and the endangered into cases that are documented 

and held up.  

The Third Filter:  Organisational Capacity 

                                                           
41 Interview human rights activist 25 September 2014, 24 March 2015, Lawyer 24 February 2015, and 21 March 2015.  
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“Do you think people come to us? On the 11th floor of a building in Dhaka? Do the disabled come to us? There 

are 400km to the corners of the country. The cases we have are a small percentage of what is going on!”42 

The third filter is the capacity of the organisation. Investigations depend on its available human and financial 

resources. All organisations could use more funding, staff and other resources, compared to the number of 

people in need, who they meet everyday. Documentation depends on having capable people to undertake 

thorough investigations, as well as the logistical resources to back them up, before trustworthy information 

can be mined. In a country of more than 160-million citizens, there are about 30 people who, on a professional 

basis, undertake fact-finding on human rights violations.43 This is not likely to improve because of increasing 

political repression and constraints on the work of human rights organisations, which further decrease their 

capacity and limit their resources to undertake documentation. This general lack of resources results in many 

incidents detected in communities across the country by local activists, and potentially referred to human rights 

organisations, going undocumented, while those that are, are not always exhaustively scrutinised.44 Though 

some of these incidents are investigated by situated actors, and survivors gets some form of local attention and 

assistance, most of the cases are rarely approached by national human rights organisations with greater 

resources for care and opportunities for redress. The national organisations simply cannot pursue all incidents 

that come to their attention because of limitation of resources and capable staff.  

However, this has a territorial bias. The national human rights organisations offices are located in Dhaka and 

violations in the furthest corners of the country risk a lack of attention, as proximity to politicians, ministries 

and foreign actors – be they UN agencies, international NGOs or embassies – is perceived to increase and ease 

work relations and contacts. The investment and time used in sending a fact-finding team to investigate an 

incident increases with the distance from the office. Conversely, victims and their families rarely have the 

financial capacity and/or the inclination to travel to Dhaka to seek assistance. While financial capacity delimits 

                                                           
42 Interview, fact-finding officer NHCR, 21 September 2014. 
43 This includes the National Human Rights Commission. 
44 Interviews, human rights activists, 9 and 16 September 2014, 24 March 2015, 10 May 2015; 21 September 2014, 
National Human Rights Commission. 
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fact-finding of violations in the most remote areas, the availability of funds also, in general, delimits 

investigations.  

“We need to have at least ten thousand in hand, before we send the fact-finding team to investigate. We might 

need to buy medicine and offer the victim and the family food. The victim might not be able to work and earn 

and provide for the family, they might not have eaten. This is the first basic need.”45 

In addition, to the logistical cost of sending a team from Dhaka to investigate an incident, which may or may 

not become a human rights case, basic support for the victim and the family must be factored in. This contains 

an ethical choice of addressing people in distress without any form of tangible support or material benefits that 

could alleviate the immediate suffering following a violent experience, such as pain and injury, food, school 

fees, etc, (Andersen, 2018; Chowdhury et al, 2017).  

Though, many cases are not investigated due to lack of capacity, resource constraints are not static and change 

over time. In the heightened political environment in Bangladesh, resource flows often change character. 

Several work areas have been stopped by the government through the NGO Affairs Bureau, and agreed and 

planned activities with foreign donors have had to be changed, and some cancelled.46  

“The main problem today is that we are running out of money. With our current finances, we can run until the 

end of June and then we have to stop paying staff.”47  

The political environment directly affects the work capacity of human rights organisations and their capacity 

to undertake documentation activities in the field. As such, activities have dwindled to a minimum. Victims 

detected by the network or journalists or those approaching organisations directly are not given adequate 

assistance, legal aid and protection. Even the activists in the local communities cannot work, as it has become 

too dangerous to be visibly and vocally involved in human rights issues.48   

                                                           
45 Interview human rights activist, 24 March 2015. 
46 Interview, human rights activist, 24 March 2015, 25 March 2015.  
47 Interview, human rights activist, 10 May 2015. 
48 Ibid. 
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Consequently, people in need seldom receive relevant, timely and adequate assistance, and many incidents that 

pass through the abovementioned filters, and which could otherwise be turned into human rights cases, may 

not be investigated.  

“In three years at the National Human Rights Commission, we have completed 20 cases with a 60% conviction 

rate.”49  

Thus, the bulk of victims remain unaided, violations unaddressed, and their cases unused in human rights work 

due to political control and limitations in funding that silences society’s critical voices. So documentation 

decreases as the prospects of achieving political change and institutional improvement, such as via legal 

process and advocacy, wane. This is encapsulated in the words of an experienced activist, echoing political 

theorist Hannah Arendt: “If people have to prove they have a right [before they] have rights, then we are in 

dangerous territory.”50  

Filtering Fact 

Human rights documentation is a political endeavour and a selective practice framing legitimate claims of 

rights and manifestations of victimhood; it is attached to certain principles of perpetration, typologies of 

violence and legal principles. Stanley Cohen argues it is not possible to be outraged about every single rights 

violation (Cohen, 2000). The activists and organisations take this into account, and while working to assist as 

many people as possible, they also strategically select and package information in attempting to transform 

experiences of violence into human rights cases. These choices reflect their effort to craft a narrative that will 

maximise public attention and political traction for change. This is both a human practice and a situated social 

and political process. It is a craft carried out by informed actors under harsh conditions with limited resources. 

The purposeful choosing of what and what not to document is a process of evidence production aimed at 

turning particular subjects into victimised citizens – with certain rights as citizens.  

                                                           
49 Interview National Human Rights Commission, 21 September 2014. 
50 Interview, human rights activist, 8 February 2016. 
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Organisations cautiously and pragmatically select those incidents that highlight repressive practices and can 

be used to establish patterns of misconduct, negligence and violation. Some incidents are more useful for 

revealing injustices, demanding accountability and claiming redress, than others. The level of usefulness is 

determined by accessibility of information, permission of the victim to publicise the event, and the character, 

vulnerability and innocence of the victim. This is neither random nor accidental but directed and definite. For 

instance, families more often seek justice when the victim is dead or disappeared, than survivors fearing 

reprisals by the perpetrator(s).51 What is known about a violation is thus pre-selected and packaged according 

to its potential for becoming a human rights case.  

Conclusion 

With a point of departure in Merry’s notion on what difference human rights make in the world (Merry, 2006: 

39), this analysis explores how information on violations is, in practice, a critique of existing political and legal 

paradigms (Goodale and Merry, 2007: 14), which contributes to making human rights “real” in the world 

(Billaud, 2014). The analysis shows that documentation is more than a pragmatic undertaking within harsh 

conditions and complex contexts; documentation practices frame the ways in which human rights violations 

are made intelligible and circulated in public arenas in Bangladesh and beyond. Documentation is an active 

process of selecting and filtering information so that it reaches beyond the moment in a wider attempt to prevent 

future violations; it is used to scrutinise the responsibility and accountability of elite minorities, state 

institutions and law-enforcement agents, as well as to recognise survivors and claims for justice.  

Though different in their points of departure, methods and aims for exploring violations, journalists and 

activists both question and rewrite perceptions of the state and political rule, comparing it as it is, with how it 

should be. This process is contingent and transformational. The information detected, selected and packaged, 

(re)produces the context as we come to know it and installs individualised cases as symbolic artefacts of legal 

violations, circulated across human rights arenas. Thus, it establishes understanding and transformation of 

everyday life, suffering and oppression within the limits of what is known, how it is known, and what can be 

                                                           
51 Interview, human rights activist, 11 September 2014.  
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done about it. As such, filtering recognises distinct rights claims, victims and perpetrators, and produces certain 

violations for public circulation.  

In and of itself, an “incident turned human rights case” may not tell us much. However, an accumulation of 

them, together with astute and rigorous filtering processes, can help pinpoint the whys and wherefores of 

violent experiences; and further, if we analyse them carefully, they can even highlight certain absences. In 

other words, human rights documentation can locate islands of the known in such a way that they can be used 

to highlight their own backdrop: a sea of the unknown – those who did not get, were not given, or refused the 

opportunity to have their claims recognised as rights. The filtering process does not only demarcate what we 

can know about violations, it also outlines what we can do to assist victims and how we can prevent future 

abuses, gives voice to silent suffering, and induces processes of substantial change.  

With a point of departure in the work of actors – journalists and activists – who produce and make information 

available for public consumption and policy, this process of filtering reverses Merry’s notions of localisation 

and transplantation of knowledge (Merry, 2006: 39). It demonstrates how the production of situated 

information about violent exposures actively feeds the rights-based system with information, conditioned and 

constrained by politics, resources and capabilities. And how we need to understand the distribution of violence, 

impunity and prospects of change, when incidents may have to successfully pass seven filters before they enter 

human rights reporting and the public domain.  

The pertinent question is not if, or even how, rights vocabularies and practices define victimhood and rights 

claims; this is in the realm of what we already see and know. The question is what the invisible – that which 

we do not see – does to what we, within the rights-based system, discover and know. While an epistemic 

community of journalists and activists explores and promotes certain information according to its potential for 

engaging political and public attention, other less spectacular and usable information is left out. Filters of 

choice and distillation turn victimhood on its head, rendering the exceptional common and the mundane 

extraordinary. Put another way, the filtering process inverts what is considered normal within the world of the 
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human rights documentation, since dramatic violations resonating with and accentuating established notions 

of perpetration and victimhood take precedence over everyday transgressions.  

On one hand, filtering as a practice emphasises the extraordinary and concentrates particular rights claims for 

public consumption. On the other hand, filtering as a concept directs us to the absence in and of such practices 

and offers an analytical entry point to shed light on violations that rarely surface in human rights discourse. 

Understanding the processes that shape what we know opens an avenue to consider the structural depth of 

impunity, which, in turn, directs us towards issues of economic inequality, political domination and social 

repression. It also takes us into the sphere of social justice, which reaches beyond state-centric thinking about 

what citizenship entails to foreground questions about political will and wider public values when it comes to 

analysing and understanding opportunities for substantial change. 

The challenge in this work, then, is not what we know or even how we know it – but whether we can know 

differently. Acknowledging what we do not know is the initial step to developing a wider understanding of 

rights violations and human rights practices to assist people in need and bringing about positive change.   
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