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Riesman, David (1909-2002) 

Deathworks (2006), he explores the fleetingness of 
culture, arguing for the necessity of God as the 
final authority. A N T H O N Y  E L L I O T T  

Riesman, David (igog-2002) 
Riesman was Henry Ford I1 Professor of the Social 
Sciences at Harvard University (1958-80) and 
author (in collaboration with Nathan Glazer and 
Reuel Denney) of the influential The Lonely Crowd. 
A Study of the Changing American Character (1950). 
Riesman argued that traditiondirected personal- 
ities are conformists who reproduce the culture of 
their ancestors. The inner-directed personality 
emerged with the Renaissance and the Reforma- 
tion, and is most suited to individualism. The 
otherdirected personality of modern America 
(and other societies dominated by the mass media) 
craves approval from others. The social relations 
of the otherdirected character are mediated by 
the flow of mass communication. The other- 
directed personality creates a shallow form of 
emotional intimacy and their demand for a p  
proval is an aspect of liberal, middle-class social- 
ization. Riesman's criticisms of American society 
in the 1950s bore a close resemblance to Herbert 
Marcuse's analysis of the "happy consciousness" 
in his One-Dimensional Man (1964), but they were 
also related to the study of individualism in colo- 
nial America by Alexis de Tocqueville. Riesman 
was awarded the Prix Tocqueville of the SociGtiG 
Tocqueville in Paris. The Lonely Crowd was part of a 
more general appraisal of the changing nature of 
power and social class in the United States in the 
1950s by Riesman. C. Wright Mills, and Talcott 
Parsons. Through his study of popular beliefs . 
and attitudes in America, he is often credited 
with founding the sociology of popular culture. 

B R Y A N  S .  T U R N E R  

rights, human 
It could be said that nearly the entire discipline of 
sociology is fundamentally concerned with issues 
of human rights, even though sociologists repre- 
sent a minority in the more formalized interdis- 
ciplinary field of the study of human rights. The 
central fields of sociology (social inequality; the 
differential allocation of resources; discrimination 
along the lines of race and ethnicity, social class, 
and gender: social movements: and the more gen- 
eralized problems of modernity) deal fundamen- 
tally with issues of human rights, but the core 
of both classical and contemporary sociological 
discourse is practically devoid of discussions of 
human rights, as that concept has been used his- 
torically and in other social sciences and the 
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humanities. In other words, with a few exceptions. 
sociology as a discipline has not as yet articulated 
an autonomous subfield called the sociology of 
human rights. 

Contemporary global civil society is currently 
characterized by an expansion of discourse on 
human rights to which sociology as a discipline 
is, in general, quite marginal. These facts them- 
selves pose interesting questions for the sociology 
of knowledge, which will be addressed here. This 
entry outlines some of the central issues and 
questions which might serve as the basis for a 
more fully developed and autonomous sociology 
of human rights. 

The classical grounding of sociology lies pri- 
tnarily on the work of Karl Marx. Max Weber. 
Emile Durkheim, and Georg Simmel. Discussions 
ofrights in the works oftheclassical theorists were 
not central and for the most part were critical of 
the ideas of Natural Law which informed most 
discourse on human rights at thft time (see law 
and society). As a political liberal. Emile Durkheim 
was concerned about the "rights of man," as dis- 
cussed, for example, in W. S. F. Pickering and W. 
Watts Miller (eds.). Individualism and Human Rights 
in the Durkheimian Tradition (1993), and about the 
relationship between individualism and human 
rights, but for the most part his attempt to form 
a positivist science independent of philosophy 
distanced him from the idea of rights - a develop 
ment which is considered by Bryan Turner. "Out- 
line of a Theory of Human Rights" (1993, Sociology). 
Sociologically, he might have seen rights as im- 
portant representations of "the collective con- 
science," as important models for the formation 
of social solidarity, or simply as "social facts" 
which served as the new normative bases for 
social order and individual identity in modernity. 
Durkheim was well aware of the French Revolu- 
tionary tradition, which constructed the rights of 
man as secular forms of the sacred which were 
functional equivalents of the sacred in modernity: 
the rights of man thus could be considered as 
models for individual identity in place of trad- 
itional religion. Some time before Durkheim, 
other French theorists such as Claude Henri de 
Rouvroy, Comte de Saint Simon and Auguste 
Comte clearly articulated new secular representa- 
tions of human rights as part of their respective 
"new religions of humanity." 

As Fritz Ringer has shown in his Max Weber: An 
Intellectual Biography (2004), as a political liberal 
Weber believed in fundamental human rights. 
and yet his sociology does not include a specific 
sociology of human rights: rather, his focus was 
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on the sociology of Kecht, or low, rather than 
Menschenrechtc, or human rights. per se. Weber's 
value-free sociology would have insisted on not 
deriving any value positions from sociology, and 
therefore it is entirely understandable that his 
sociology was distant from issues which were 
articulated more clearly in the traditiou of nor ma^ 

tive theorizing about rights. Nonetheless, a Weber- 
ian sociology of human rights might see the latter 
as subjectively meaningful forms of substantive 
ethical rationality, which guide social action. 
Correspondingly. Weber's analysis of the histor- 
ical process of rationalization might be extended 
to understanding the tensions between humall 
rights as meaningful cultural forms which sought 
to re-enchant the world in the face of such disen- 
chanting modern processes of formal rationality 
as bureaucracy, state power, and the law. Some of 
these issues are explored in Thomas Cushman, 
"The Conflict of the Rationalities: International 
Law. Human Rights, and the War in Iraq" (2005. 
Deakin Law Rajicw). In any case, the core of a Weber- 
ian perspective on human rights would proceed at 
some distance from the often overly romantic 
utopianism of the contemporary liuman rights 
movement, and perhaps provide a more pessimis- 
tic view about the possibilities of human rights 
in an increasingly rationalized world in which a 
variety of substantive rationalities competed for 
attention. 

It was Marx for whom the discussion of righrs 
was most central, although it was central in the 
sense that he criticized and rejected the idea of 
human rights as an ideoIogica1 legitimation of 
bourgeois capitalist society. Marx believed that 
the ruling ideas of an  age were the ideas of the 
ruling class. In this sense, he viewed classical 
liberal ideas of individual rights - especially the 
Lockean idea of the right to property - as ideologies 
which legitimated the privileged position of the 
bourgeois classes and maintained class society. In 
his controversial essay on the problem of citizen- 
ship in the French Revolution, in "On the Jewish 
Question" in the Urutsch-Franzosischr Jahrbucher of 
1844, reprinted in Early Writings (1992). Marx 
criticized the assimilationist aspiration of Jews 
and other minority groups to become French 
citizens. He claimed that such a process would 
merely serve to incorporate such groups into the 
existingsystem and thus to perpetuate new forms 
of false consciousness and the alienation of man's 
"species-being." For Marx. "human rights revolu- 
tions" were merely cosmetic revolutions which 
brought to power a new ruling class with new ideas 
which legitimated its power and class position. 

This incidentally was also Marx's understanding 
of the American Revolution. Rights clainls were 
not seen as liberating from power, as most classical 
lil~eral theorists would have it, but reproductive of 
power and existing social relations. This is an im- 
portant distinction, since most liberal theorists of 
rights from the time of the American and French 
Revolutions until now have viewed individual 
rights as the central driving force for political 
and personal emancipation. 

Marx, on the other hand, viewed aspirations to 
bourgeois rights as impediments to such authen- 
tic emancipation. This Marxian line of thought 
has continued on very strongly in the modern 
world in the emergence of the idea of social 
and econolnic rights, which are aimed at guaran- 
teeing basic righrs such as food, shelter. water. 
health care, and the like. In much contemporary 
debate on human rights, social and economic 
rights have taken precedence over classical liberal 
ideas of individual rights and liberties, which, pro- 
ponents of such views would argue, can only be 
claimed and exercised by those with high social 
status and power. Indeed, the fault lines between 
liberal conceptions of rights and hlarxian criliques 
of rights remain very much alive in the early 
twenty-first century in  the heated debates about 
neoliberalism and globalization, with so-called 
neoliberals championing classical liberal ideas 
of freedom, property, and capitalism, over and 
against more Marxian-inspired theorists who see 
globalization as yet another form of predatoryand 
exploitative social process. These issues are ex- 
plored in Richard Falk's Human Rights liorizons 
(2000). 

One of the   no st significant contributions of 
sociological theory to the study of human rights. 
and one which has not hitherto been made. would 
be the analytical focus on the relationship be- 
tween the individual and society. All of the major 
classical theorists were interested in this issue. 
and this focus remains central to much contcmpor- 
arysociological theory. If there is one central point 
of articulation between sociology and human 
rights, as it is studied outside of the field, it lies in 
the recognition that human rights represent indi. 
vidual and collective aspirations for human free- 
dom. The idea of freedom has been articulated in 
various times and places as emancipation, liberty, 
autonomy, authenticity. or agency. As a result, 
wherever we see expressions of human rights, we 
see discourses of freedom, but also a discourse of 
power, coercion, restraint, or tyranny, that is, some- 
thing which fieedom is declared from or for. His- 
torically, cultu~.al representations of hnman rights 
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emerge dialectically in relation to oppressive rights movements based on positive conceptions 
social structures and they are central to processes of rights is to redress social injustices and struc- 
of human emancipation and freedom. tured inequalities, which will then create a situ- 

While his work was not directly relevant to ation of equal opportunity for individuals to claim 
human rights, Simmel's formal sociology, which the more abstract types of individual rights 
examined the dialectical interplay between Geist and freedoms which comprise the core of liberal 
(spirit) and form, is especially important as a the- conceptions of rights. 
oretical underpinning for this dialectical concep In this theoretical sense. various conceptions of 
tion of human rights. As Simmel noted in The human rights, at various times and places, are, to 
Philosophy of Money (1900 [trans. 19781). "negative use Weber's terms, forms ofre-enchantment which 
freedom" is the absence of structural impedi- express themselves in dialectic relation to disen- 
ments to human agency. 'Positive freedom" repre- chanting forms of social order. This is not an en- 
sents the active construction of social-structural tirely new process: while modernity has witnessed 
arrangements to provide for basic human needs an increase in the cultural expression of ideas of 
and to alleviate the condition of human vulnel- freedom in the form of human rights discourse. 
ability so that agents may claim their full agency the struggle between agency and structure has 
as human beings. This Simmelian conception of been a perennial aspect of human societies. Yet 
freedom captures well the distinction between the idea of human rights is one of the most 
negative rights and positive rights which is central powerful cultural constructions of modernity. 
in the history of human rights. Negative rights - As documented by Lynn Hunt in The French Rwo- 
as expressed, for instance, in the American Bill of lution and Human Rights (Hunt [ed.], 1996). for many 
Rights - are primarily concerned with specifying theorists of human rights the experience of the 
the limitations of the power of the state over French Revolution is a crucial starting point for 
individuals and might be conceived in sociological thinking about how human rights claims have 
terms as proscriptive norms which set the precon- been made in relation to power. The French Dec- 
ditions for the enablement of human agency, laration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen 
liberty, and freedom. Positive rights, in contrast. (1789) specifically tied the question of rights to 
are prescriptive norms which specify the duties or the status of citizenship. The Declaration was 
obligations of powerfu1 entities, such as states and notable for specifying what rights should be 
economic systems, to provide resources and o p  accorded "the man and citizen," but one of 
portu~~ities for individuals to protect them Bom the most crucial debates was about who would 
both natural and social forces which make them be able to acquire the status of citizen and as a 
vulnerable. In the modern welfare state, positive consequence make valid claims to enjoy the rights 
rights have taken a more central place in various and freedoms specified in the Declaration. In this 
global human rights projects. sense, rights were privileges which were tied to 

Human rights movements are cultural projects the status of citizenship. Indeed, Turner, in his 
which struggle to negate or temper powerhl Sociology article of 1993 has noted that, to a large 
social forms, such as tyranny, despotism, or unre  extent, the sociology of human rights has been 
strained market forces. At the same time, and part of the sociology of citizenship. The French 
especially with the rise of the modern welfare Revolution provided the impetus for a wide array 
state. human rights projects aim to affirm human of groups - slaves and former slaves of Afiican 
existence by providing people with first-order origin, women, Jews, actors, and executioners - 
needs, such as food, shelter, housing, living wages, who had been excluded from enjoying "the rights 
medical care, and the like. There is considerable of man" by virtue of their ascribed or acquired 
debate in modern huluan rights movements statuses to mobilize to claim the status of citizen- 
about whether negative rights or positive rights ship which would thereby confer upon them the 
ought to be primary. Proponents of negative privilege and protection of human rights. The 
rights are more traditional in rooting their idea sociological importance of the French Revolution 
of freedom in the alleviation of structural impedi- is that it established general grounds for both the 
ments to individual agency. Proponents of positive exercise of rights and exclusion from their enjoy- 
rights, however, counter this with a more socio- ment: first, rights were a certain kind of privilege 
logical view which holds that not all individuals to be enjoyed by individuals; second, the recogni- 
are equally placed within society and thus are tion, which is now seen very clearly in the theory 
not equally as free as others to claim individual of group rights, that not every individual is in a 
rights, liberties, and freedoms. The object of most position to enjoy such rights by virtue of being a 
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member of a subordinated group: and third, that 
human rights were not so much about the 
process of creating social representations called 
right,, but about the process of making claims 
to human rights by disenfranchised groups, 
once such cultural representations of rights had 
becn made. 

In thinking about various human rights p r o  
jects in modernity, the French Revolution provi~ 
dzs an important historical model of the process 
by which people, who define themselves as ex- 
cluded from citizenship, ncverthcless make claims 
to that juridical status, from which they then 
might legitimately claim, and subsequently be 
given, the protections and liberties which such a 
status formally confers. The process of the mobil- 
ization ofgroups in the modern world follows this 
salne model to a large extent, with the notable 
exception that the substantive nature of the 
groups has changed. In recent years, lobby groups 
such as gay and lesbian communities, children. 
criminals, and members of indigenous groups - 
just to nanlc a few - havc made human rights 
claims in the form of social movements. These 
groups, which could not have made any legitimate 
clai~lls in the historical context of the French 
Revolution, have proceeded along similar lines 
by making claims to the status of being "fully 
human." and by virtue of that to enjoy the privil- 
ege of certain rights. 

The reticence of sociology as a discipline to 
engage more fully in the study of human rights 
may have something to do with sociology's insist- 
ence that it is a valuefree science. Discussions of 
human rights are for the most part normative, 
and therefore would not be considered to be cen- 
tral to scientific sociology. The influence of posi- 
tivism in sociology probably has much to do with 
the distancing of the field from the field of human 
rights. since positivist conceptions of human 
beings cannot understand the dialectical interplay 
between agency and structure which, as argued 
above, is central to a theoretical understanding 
of expressions such as rights in terms of agency 
over and against structure. But even more fun- 
da~nentally. there is hostility between the dom- 
inant philosophical tradition in human rights 
and those philosophical traditions that form the 
foundation of sociology. 

While certainly not as important as it once 
was, the natural-law tradition has bcen central to 
thinking about human rights. Historically. theo- 
rists of rights relied on the idea of the existence 
of a "natural law," which holds that human rights 
exist across time and space, are universally valid 

rights, human 

for all people, and can be understood and enacted 
by all human individuals through the application 
of reason. This metaphysical understanding ot 
rights was crucial in the Enlightenment to such 
thinkers as lmmanuel Kant (1724-1804) and John 
Locke (1632-1704), and was in addition the 
basis for the American and Ftench Revolutions. 
Even Marx relied to some degree on the logic of 
Natural Law theory with his dream of building a 
communist utopia based on the purely scientific 
understanding of historical materialism. Yet, the 
Natural Law tradition is directly at odds with 
the basic sociological axiom that all culture is 
socially constructed and this is one reason why 
both classical and contemporary sociology have 
resisted the foundational claims of the natural 
law tradition. 

From the perspective of social constructionism. 
human rights can only be seen as cultural repre- 
sentations. which are projected, objectified, and 
internalized by social actors to varying degrees at 
various t i~nes and places in world history. The 
understanding of such processes could provide a 
firm footing for the sociology ofhuman rights, but 
would also place it a distance from the fundamen- 
tally normative underpinnings of most human 
rights theorizing outside of the discipline. Most 
approaches in the forlnalized study of human 
rights would not see human rights as simply i n t e ~  
esting "social facts," which exist nlerely to bc c x ~  
pldined scientifically, but as normative ideas and 
concepts which are regarded as valuable in some 
way for ordering human societies. The study of 
human rights is not a value-free enterprise, but a 
value-full one, and for the most pan  those who 
study human rights generally tend to be strong 
advocates of rights as a normative framework for 
social order. Because of its radically constructivist 
theoretical logic. sociology, like anthropology. 
would naturally find itself at odds with other 
conceptions from other disciplines, especially 
philosophy, which have no problem with and are 
predominantly concerned with the crealion of 
normative theo~y. 

The existence of a value-free sociology is a 
matter of much debate in  sociology and has been 
called into question hy many leading theorists, 
and specifically by Jiirgen Habermas in Knowledge 
and Human Interests (1971). Most sociologists 
are political liberals whose choice of topics is 
conditioned by their ideological commitments 
and values, and whose research aims at  produ- 
cing knowledge which is helpful in the amelior- 
ation of various social problems, especially those 
related to subordinated classes and groups. 
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Notwithstanding the ideological predisposition empirical level of development in the field of 
towards social amelioration, the theoretical human rights research. 

. elsumptions of both structuralism and macre Recent work in anthropology on human rights 
~ ~ c i o l o ~ i c a l  approaches, the concept of individual serves as a valuable reference point for a sociology 
Agency. much less that of individual rights, would of human rights. For example Jane Cowan, Marie 
not logically be the focus of sociological research Benedicte Dembour and Richard Wilson (eds.), Cul- 
o11d practice. In this sense, the conceptual distance ture and Rights: Anthropological Perspectives (2001). 
bctween sociology and other fields on the issue of and Sally Merry. Human Rights and Gender Violence: 
human rights is more intelligible. Translating Internarionul Luw into Local Justice (2006) 

It is useful to see the distance between soci- have developed new conceptions of culture and 
rllogy and mainstream work on human rights as human rights which focus on how universal con- 
r ~xoduct of the tensions between philosophical ceptions of human rights interact with local 
clcbates over universalism and relativism. Univer- cultures to produce cultural outcomes which are 
,a:tlism is the belief that there are human rights, neither universal nor particular. In this sense. 
v.ilues, norms, and ethics that exist across time they have recast the fruitless and dichotomous 
cud space. Relativism is the idea that rights, debate between universalism and relativism by 
villues, norms, and ethics are the product of par- observing through ethnographic detail how glob 
ucular cultures and contingent historical forces. alized conceptions of human rights intersect with 
Sociology is firmly grounded in relativism, as is local cultures, and how this process is affectcd by 
.~ntliropology. It was in anthropology, however, the various processes of globalization. The solu- 
Illat a sharp tension between universalis~n and tion to the relativist-universalist debate is not to 
it.lativism emerged in the mid twentieth century, be found in any abstract considerations, but in the 
2nd many of the intellectual lessons learned re-conception of the idea of culture as a process, 
Ir'orn this tension remain relevant to understand- where the focus is on the empirical details of how 
trip sociology's position in relation to human human rights and local cultures interact dialectic- 
fights. ally in specific locations to produce new hybrid 

Following World War 11, the Universal Declaration and contingent cultural outcomes. 
irf Human Rights (UhDHR) was finally ratified by These new anthropological approaches have 
Ihr newly formed United Nations on December produced some of the most important conlribu- 
10. 1948. The UNDHR specified a range of both tions to understanding human rights outcomes as 
individual and social and economic rights that a negotiated process. Nonetheless. they do not 
were held to be universal for all individuals, r e  solve the problems for human rights posed by 
uilrdless of their location in time and space. The relativism more generally. If such cultural prac- 
I)oclaration was met with hostility in the aca- tices as female genital mutilation, torture, and 
\lcmic field of anthropology when the Executive genocide, which are generally assumed to  be gross 
Il~)al.d of the American Anthropological Associ- violations of human rights in the normative dis- 
 lion issued a statement in 1947 denouncing the course of human rights. are simply seen as normal 
IINDHR as a form of western cultural imperialism behaviors which cannot be judged by any univer- 
.ltld decrying it for failing to affirm a central sal standards, then it is virtually impossible for 
"right to culture" and the importance of cultural social scientists or actiuists to advocate any form 
differences in determining specific values, norms, of social intervention against these practices with- 
.tlld rights. The reaction by anthropologists to the out contradicting themselves or adhering QJ some 
~llliversalism of the UNDHR was strongly defensive form of universal morality. albeit a very minimal- 
.111d did more to sharpen than resolve the tensions ist morality. For the most part, most contempor- 
txarween universalism and relativism. In fact. this ary theorists of human rights have developed the 
ilrl~ate only served to create a more polarized idea of a minimal morality, a set of rights which 
tl~coretical dichotomy between universalism and the majority of people, regardless of their loca- 
~i~lativism than is now considered the case in tion in, space and time, might consider to be not 
~~~n tempora ry  anthropology. While it seemed subject to derogation. Such a set of peremptory 
o ll~lnterproductive at  the time, these early debates norms might serve as a basic common position for 
O I I  rights established the presence of anthropology a global project of human rights advancement. 
1.1lher than sociology in the history of ideas This "minimalist argument" has been advanced 
i l r l  human rights and set the stage for a well- by both Michael Walzer in Thick and nin:  Moral 
clcveloped contemporary anthropology which far Argument at Home and Abroad (1994) and by Michael 
~~iltpaces sociology in terms of its theoretical and lgnatieff in Human Rights As Politics and Idolatry 



riehts. human 

(2001). Yet even such minimal moralities have 
not secured themselves as the basis of a common 
global morality: serious violations of human 
rights, including torture, slavery, gross violations 
of women's rights, and genocide continue un- 
abated in the modern world. It is worth pointing 
out, as well, that, quite outside of any theoretical 
or empirical arguments for or against it, relativ- 
ism falls apart on logical grounds as well, since 
the relativist position is itself put forth in the 
form of a general statement of value, thereby 
refuting its own foundational proposition that 
there can be no such general statements of value. 
Relativism is a selfdefeating argument. 

When the UNDHR came into force, the dominant 
paradigm in American sociology was functional- 
ism. Functionalist sociology is ostensibly guided 
by a form of methodological relativism that would 
look at any given society in terms of how its 
values, ethics, norms, and laws are functional or 
dysfunctional for the maintenance of social order 
or the production of social disorder. From a 
strictly functionalist perspective, for instance, it 
might be possible to argue that certain human 
rights are denied to people in societies out of 
functional necessity and that the provision of 
rights constructed from outside of the sociely 
would throw the society into disequilibrium. In 
this sense, functionalism can be seen, in some 
ways, as a modern analog to classical conservative 
critiques of rights, such as that presented in 1790 
by Edmund Burke in Reflections on the Revolution in  
France (1955). In his strident attack on the Enligh- 
tenment arguments underpinning the French 
Revolution, Burke argued that abstract and uni- 
versal rights such as those produced by the French 
radicals, when transposed to other societies, were 
a direct threat to the traditions and values which 
held such societies together. While Burkean con- 
servatives had attacked the Revolution's formula- 
tion of rights, in general sociologists offered 
virtually no reaction to the UNDHR. If there was 
any reaction at  all. it was one of acceptance and 
celebration of the new universal ideas which were 
touted as the basis for a new world order, for 
instance by R. M. Maclver in Great Expressions of 
Human Rights (1950). 

In the 1960s, the idea of group rights began to 
emerge as a srrong criticism of classical conceptions 
of human rights and this idea was attractive to 
sociologists whose main area of focus was the struc- 
tural subordination ofgroups, classes, and minority 
cultures, and who felt that the assumptions ofstruc- 
tural-functionalist perspectives ignored, or even jus- 
tified, such social subordination in their theories. 

rights, human 

Advocates of group rights argued that traditio~~i~l 
conceptions of rights. especially those derived k o n ~  
tlie Natural Law tradition, were almost complelely 
concerned with the rights of individuals. In surll 
documents as the UNDHR, the rights specified refel 
to abstract, idealized individuals who exist outsidr 
specific locations, and historical and group pro 
cesses. As such, proponents of individual righb 
ignore the central sociological fact that individuals 
exist as members of cultures and groups, which 
fundamentally structure and condition individuals' 
abilities to claim their human rights. For instance. 
in the everyday world, people do not interact with 
each other based solely on considerations of thc 
individuality of the other person. The interaction is 
conditioned by perceptions of the groups, classes. 
or other categories to which people belong. As an 
example of this, one of the most celebrated docu. 
ments in the history of individual rights, the Coo. 
stitution of the United States which was created in 
the Virginia convcntion of 1787, provided a set of 
sacred ideals for individual rights without even con- 
sidering women's rights, and redefined the human- 
ity of African Americans with the result that they 
were not seen as being fully human. In the sc-called 
three-fifths rule. African slaves in the United States 
were counted as only three-fifths human for pur  
poses of political apportionment of representation 
in the new republic. 

The idea of group rights would seem, on its face. 
to be immensely attractive to sociologists and 
there is little question that the discipline has 
much to offer theorists of group rights from its 
substantial literature on differential treatment of 
social groups and classes. A large part of the stock 
of knowledge of sociology is relevant to these 
debates and one major task of sociology is to ar- 
ticulate its knowledge about social class. group 
dynamics, social status, and differential treat- 
ment of subordinated groups more clearly with 
the discourse on human rights occurring in other 
fields. American sociology is extremely provincial 
in its focus on American society, and within 
American society the discourse on human rights. 
as opposed to the notion of civil rights, is not a 
major cultural narrative used to describe prob- 
lems in that society. In general, human rights 
have been a global description and explanation 
of events outside of the United States, and this 
global narrative has failed to make significant 
inroads into American sociology. One of the 
more interesting questions in the field of human 
rights is why human rights violations are con- 
sidered something which happens outside the 
boundaries of the United States, whereas human 
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within the Unitcd States are not ethically engaged and politically viable saatcgy 
in the more general discourse of for understanding and alleviating hu~iian frailty 

and vulnerability in modern social life. Turner's 
The most con~prehensive recent programmatic work represents oneofthe most useful and import- 
atement for an autonomous field of the sociw ant starting points for a new phase of sociological 

y>.-"&gy E' of human rights has been put forward theory on human rights. In its interdisciplinary 
$ "by Gideon Sjoberg, Elizabeth Gill, and Norma scope and aspirations to bring the most important 
$&~ill iam in their "A Sociology of Human Rights" traditions of sociology to the study of human 
$i?>; 
*,l. (2001. Social Problems). This work is the most useful rights, Turner's work provides a grounding for 
kf~: Iterting point for acquiring an extensive under- the development of an autonomous sociology of 
#;...ltanding of how contemporary sociological think- huinan rights, one which affirms that a universal 
$ h g  can be made more relevant to human rights, aspect of the human condition isvulnerability and 
j", Which, at present, is at the center of cultural which establishes the fact that sociological theory, 
, discourse on global civil society. However, one of informed by the advances in other disciplines, has 

the boldest new attempts to construct a new the- an important role to play in understanding the 
oretical program for a sociology of human rights origins and consequences of institutionalized re 
has been put forward by B~yan S. Turner, in a sponses to humanvulncrability. T O M  C U S H M A N  

variety of worlc; but most recently in his Vulner- 
ability and Human Rights (2006). Turner attempts to 
provide a foundationalist, as opposed to a con- Riley, Matilda White (1911-2004) 
structivist, sociology of rights and argues that all First Executive Officer of the American Socie 
human beings are vulnerable and exist in a pre- logical Association (1949-60), Chief Consulting 
carious relationship to the social and natural Economist for the US War Production Board 
world. This vulnerability is a cultural universal (1942-4), and University Professor of Rutgers Uni- 
which challenges both cultural relativism, which versity (1950-73), Riley was a pioneering figure in 
liolds that there are no such universals, and the the developiiient of the sociology of aging. She 
idea that there are 110 universal grand narratives worked at the Russell Sage Foundation (1974-7), 
which are applicable to the amelioration of was founding Associate Director (1979-91) of, and 
human rights violations. Turner argues that our subsequently Senior Social Scientist (1991-7) for. 
common vulnerability makes us dependent znd Behavioral and Social Research at the National 
interdependent on others and that a sociological lnstitute on Aging in the United States. She fin- 
theory of human rights must focus on this vulner- ished her career as a professor at  Bowdoin College 
ability and the various ways in which different Maine (1973-81). 
human societies develop institutions which both Riley developed the age stratification theory in 
alleviate and exploit vulnerability. Turner argues which society is stratified into various age cohorts, 
that mutual recognition and sympathy based on a and each age cohort has life-course aiid historical 
common awareness of human vulnerability is a dimensions. Different age cohorts age differently. 
fundamental precondition for a viable liberal To express these processes, she developed the 
democratic order. He develops the idea of synl- "aging and society paradigm" which articulates 
pathy alongside the notion of cosmopolitanism. cohort flow and social change, and explicated 
and both concepts are in turn related to recent age as a feature of social structure. Social struc- 
work on "recognition ethics." which were origin- ture and ideology combine to exercise constraints 
ally outlined in Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hcgel's on the human capacity for living and aging suc- 
Philosophy of Right (1821 [trans. 19521). These claim cessfully and productively. One aspect of the 
that no ethical relationship can exist between power of social structure and ideology over indi- 
two individuals without their prior mutual re- vidual lives was age segregation. Her aging and 
cognition of each other as free. moral agents. saciety paradigm demonstrated that cohort mem- 
Slavery is the extreme example of the absence of bership does not simply influence people as chil- 
recognition. drcn, but affects them through the life-course in 

In this sense, Turner's emergent work is in the terms of the groups to which they belong, the 
best tradition of sociological theorizing which people with whoni they interact, and the cultural 
seelcs to establish a foundationalist basis for the conditions to which they are exposed. Her conM- 
study of human rights and which aims at practical bution to the sociological study of aging was pub  
nonnative outcomes. He outlines a new theoret- lishcd in the threevoluine edited collection Aging 
ical perspective which serves as the basis cf an and Sociery (1968-72). B R Y A N  S .  TURNER 


