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Book reviews 

Mobilizing for human rights: international law in domestic politics by Beth A Simmons, 

Cambridge, United Kingdom, Cambridge University Press, 2009, ISBN 9780521885102 

(hbk), ISBN 978-0-521-71232-3 (pbk), 451 pp. 

Clifford Bob (ed), The international struggle for new human rights, Philadelphia, University 

of Pennsylvania Press, 2009, ISBN 9780812241310, 195 pp. 

Published in Cambridge Review of International Affairs, 2010, 23 (4), pp. 633-636 

http://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2010.525868  

Beth A Simmons and Clifford Bob provide scholars and practitioners in the field of international 

human rights with useful insights into how well-established human rights in international law 

have (or have not) been realized through states' treaty ratification and how new human rights are 

born out of people's grievance, discourses, networking and international campaigns. 

Beth A Simmons' Mobilizing for human rights is a rich theoretical, statistical and empirical study 

on how states' ratification of international human rights treaties have changed domestic practices. 

She reaffirms the liberal theory that international human rights law has made a positive 

contribution to the realization of human rights in much of the world. As proof, she chooses to 

test four sets of rights (civil and political, women's, anti-torture and children's) and the relevant 

international human rights treaties (the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

[ICCPR], the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women 

[CEDAW], the Convention against Torture [CAT] and the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

[CRC]). Each right and treaty ratification is supported by ample case studies and statistical 

analyses. 

The author concludes that governments pledged to international human rights treaties 

demonstrate improvement in their domestic practices. Thus, ratification of the ICCPR generally 

advances governments' practices on religious freedom and ratification of its Optional Protocol on 

the Death Penalty is strongly associated with the abolition of capital punishment. An official 

commitment to the CEDAW increases the provision of equal educational employment 

opportunities, health care and autonomy for girls and women. A signature to the CAT lowers 

brutal torture or abuse in custody. Finally, ratification of the CRC reduces child labour and that 

of the Optional Protocol Relating to Children in Armed Conflict results in changes to military 

recruitment policies. 

All the same, exceptions in Simmons' findings are perhaps more intriguing. Hence, ratification of 

the ICCPR matters little in the provision of fair trials; and governments' efforts to comply with 

the CEDAW are much weaker in countries with an officially established religion than in secular 

states. Furthermore, the ICCPR has apparently had practically no impact in stable democracies or 

autocracies. Similarly, ratification of the CEDAW has made little difference in countries with 

established, stable official religions or in countries with non-performing judicial systems. Most 
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strikingly, indicators of torture have got worse as the number of CAT signatories has increased, 

owing to the decentralized and secretive nature of the offence. 

As Simmons admits, her study does not prove a causal relationship between treaty ratification 

and improved practices; it shows the positive correlation between them in many countries that 

are not stable democracies or autocracies. She constantly reminds readers that treaty commitment 

is not the only or even the most important reason for the improvements; treaties do not guarantee 

better rights; treaty commitments are not magic and international law is not a panacea for all ills; 

and treaty commitment will not eliminate ruthless dictators, end racial or gender discrimination 

for all time or raise all human beings to an acceptable standard of living. This is because the root 

causes of rights violations are often structural inequities or social and psychological dynamics of 

violence and domination, which cannot be directly addressed by these treaties. Rather, she argues 

that treaty commitments contribute to a political and social environment in which these rights are 

more likely to be respected. Therefore, her theory is conditional and probabilistic, not 

deterministic. 

Throughout her study, Simmons repeatedly insists that in stable autocracies or democracies these 

treaties are largely irrelevant. In stable autocracies, citizens have the motive to mobilize but not 

the means. In stable democracies, they have the means but generally lack a motive. In other 

words, treaty ratification only works for countries that are neither stable democracies nor 

autocracies. With respect to religious freedom and fair trials, for example, there are stronger 

treaty effects in countries experiencing regime instability or transition with a modestly 

responsive government. A CAT commitment significantly improves the treatment of detainees in 

countries with at least moderate levels of public accountability. The domestic politics are likely 

key to the treaty's gaining traction in the local polity. 

Simmons correctly draws a golden rule that no external—or even transnational—actor has as 

much incentive to hold government to its commitments as do its own citizens. The power of 

domestic constituency and compliance mechanisms (new agendas, litigation and especially 

social mobilization) with responsive and accountable democracies harnesses the potential of 

treaties to influence rights practices. States generally have little or no incentive to enforce 

international human rights standards. They may do so exceptionally—when the costs are 

negligible or when the negative consequences, such as refugees or rational security-threatening 

instability, are significant. Understanding the motivations, institutions, capacities and politics at 

the local level is essential in the human rights area. The crucial relationships are those between 

local stakeholders and their governments (373). 

Simmons offers several practical policy options for states and activists at the end of her study. 

The use of military intervention is simply not a tool appropriate to ensure compliance with 

international human rights standards. It is not a viable response to everyday repression. 

Economic incentives are another alternative, but it is difficult to target sanctions in a way that 

encourages the regime to change its practices without harming civil society. Aid might be a 

useful tool, too. All the same, unless the aid is targeted to specific purposes associated with 

improving rights practices, it has little positive impact. The focus should be on those countries in 

which the agreements are likely to matter the most. To know which countries these are, it is 

crucial to understand their history, governing institutions, and culture, an argument that locates 
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Simmons on culturally relativistic ground. Another well-advised policy is to seek regional peer 

pressures. Above all, the most important factor is domestic ownership. As Simmons notes, 

human rights treaties matter where local groups have taken up the torch for themselves. 

The international struggle for new human rights, edited by Clifford Bob, shows how politicized 

groups frame long-felt grievances as normative claims and place these rights on the international 

agenda by convincing gatekeepers in major rights organizations to accept them. Key actors 

playing the big roles in these processes are claimants or aggrieved groups who seek new rights, 

major gatekeeper human rights non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and international 

organizations, states that may ratify such claims as international law and implement them as 

domestic law, and opponents who combat new rights. 

Several new human rights and how they have been recognized by the international human rights 

community are introduced here. R Charli Carpenter, for example, explains the rights of the 

children born of wartime rape and why they are a non-issue for the human rights movement. 

Carpenter's work demonstrates how ‘network density’ and ‘spillover’ effects can sometimes pose 

disincentives for the selection of issues (28). Other issues have been successfully accepted as 

human rights and entered the realm of international human rights. These issues include Dalit in 

India (Clifford Bob); lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered (LGBT) sexuality (Julie Mertus); 

the transformation of HIV/AIDS from disease to human rights issue (Jeremy Youde); disability 

(Janet E Lord); female genital mutilation (Madeline Baer and Alison Brysk); extreme poverty 

(Daniel Chong); and water (Paul J Nelson). Each chapter details how aggrieved groups brought 

their issues to international attention through major gatekeeper NGOs such as Amnesty 

International (AI) or Human Rights Watch (HRW) as well as international organizations. The 

chapters also reveal that these major gatekeeper NGOs were often reluctant to embrace 

aggrieved groups' repeated appeals, probably because of their decades-long focus on civil and 

political rights. One of the most distinct examples is the disability rights movement, which had 

been largely led by disability organizations without much support from AI or HRW and which 

succeeded in establishing the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2006. In 

this regard, international disability rights organizations are best characterized as reluctant 

gatecrashers in the human rights movement. 

As Bob notes, the nature of human rights is political and their precise scope will always remain 

disputed. Setting new norms of human rights has been challenged not only by states but also by 

mainstream gatekeeper NGOs and local/international opponents in recent years. The impact of 

these newly established human rights, such as group rights of Dalit, LGBT, or people with 

HIV/AIDS, subsistence rights to food and water, and particularly disability rights, will no doubt 

get monitored and analysed by another scholar like Simmons in sixty years' time. 

Jiyoung Song © 2010 
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