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Staff News

Lecturer in Human Rights
Dr. Corinne Lennox

Dispatches from Delhi

As part of my sabbatical leave during the Summer term 
last academic year, I made good use of a Knowledge 
Transfer Grant from the School of Advanced Study 
(of which the Institute of Commonwealth Studies and 
Human Rights Consortium are part) to pursue research 
in India on caste-based discrimination and on human 
rights in Indian foreign policy.  It was also a chance to 
learn more about a fascinating country that is becoming 
more and more central to international policy making on 
human rights and beyond.

I was able to share my research on the evolution of 
international norms on caste-based discrimination with 
academics and activists in India, and later in the UK.  I was 
based in New Delhi for five weeks over April and early 
May 2012, where I built a new relationship between the 
School of Advanced Study/Institute of Commonwealth 
Studies and the Delhi-based Indian Institute of Dalit 
Studies (IIDS), which hosted me.  While based in the IIDS, 
I produced a new policy paper on non-discrimination in 
access to health and education, which is being used as a 
resource paper for their national study funded by UNICEF 
on discrimination against Dalits in access to public 
services in health, education and food.  The IIDS is to 
develop policy recommendations to the relevant Indian 
government ministries on their national programmes for 
addressing caste-based discrimination in these policy 
areas. I also had meetings with leading scholars on 
Dalit rights issues, including Professor Sukhadeo Thorat 

Dr. Rajendra Mamgain, Dr. Corinne Lennox, and Dr.  Karen 
Dade at the Indian Institute of Dalit Studies. Photo courtesy 
of Corinne Lennox.

A rally organised by the National Campaign on Dalit Human 
Rights. Photo courtesy of Corinne Lennox.
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(JNU) and Professor Surinder Jodhka (JNU) and met with 
postgraduate students at the JNU and Delhi University 
whose research focuses on Dalits.

My time in Delhi also enabled me to witness first hand 
some of the work of NGOs I’ve collaborated with in the 
past, including the National Campaign on Dalit Human 
Rights (NCDHR). On my last day in Delhi, I braved the 42C 
temperatures to join a rally organised by the NCDHR.  
The rally was part of a wider campaign to hold the Indian 
government to account over commitments made to 
allocate a proportion of the budget to so-called Scheduled 
Castes, including Dalits. Much of the money never 
reaches the intended rights-holders.  The rally landed in 
front of the Parliament to demand accountability.  It was 
an inspiring way to end my stay and a poignant reminder 
of the complex nature of democracy in India.

Back in the UK, I co-organised with Professor David 
Mosse and Dr. Luisa Steur, both at the Department of 
Anthropology and Sociology, SOAS, a conference on 
‘The Internationalisation of Dalit and Adivasi Activism’, 
in June 2012.  Also in the UK this August I hosted a group 
of eight civil society activists working on Dalit rights and 
other caste-affected groups for a workshop on norm 
entrepreneurship. I’m also pleased to have recently 
joined as a Trustee of the Dalit Solidarity Network-UK.  
The UK Equality Act 2010 has a latent provision on caste-
based discrimination that has yet to be activated.  I’m 
hoping that through research and future events we can 
contribute to reforms on caste-based discrimination 
both in the UK and South Asia. 



Current Student Spotlight

MA candidate in Understanding and Securing Human Rights, 2012
Stephanie Wigram

Each academic year, ICwS organises a one-week study 
tour to Geneva for students undertaking the MA in 
Understanding and Securing Human Rights. Students 
attend sessions of the UN Human Rights Council and 
the Committee on the Rights of the Child, and meet 
representatives of the UN Office of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, governmental delegates and officers 
from a wide range of international organisations, NGOs 
and think-tanks. ICwS MA candidate Stephanie Wigram’s 
account of the 2012 cohort’s trip was written in June. 
Stephanie is currently an intern at the Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights in the Indigenous 
Peoples and Minorities Section.

My first impression of the UN? Queuing outside for 
two hours. They lost our booking. Testament to the 
bureaucracy of the institution so many complain about? 
Or perhaps they secretly didn’t want to let us observe 
Bahrain’s record of human rights of the past four years.

Nevertheless, the rest of the week went well. We visited 
the International Committee of the Red Cross, the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), heard talks 
by a member of the Committee on Economic and Social 
Rights, and the indigenous and minorities section at 
the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights. We also learnt how to file petitions of human 
rights violations – very encouraging, if you disregard the 
current backlog of 300 cases. In fact, most of the treaty 
body Committees suffer from a backlog. Despite being 
able to send workers by business class on plane journeys 
of more than seven hours, and spending at least £15m 
on a colourful roof in one of the main chambers at 
Palais des Nations, the UN is rather under-resourced. 
For example: the Special Rapporteur on Migrants has a 
global mandate covering the whole world (well, all 192 
UN member States), and only two other members of staff 
to help him. Quite how anything gets done is beyond me. 
(Maybe this is where the unpaid interns come into play.) 
There just seems to be an awful lot of overlap between 
mandates and departments. 

I was under the impression that the UNHCR deals 
primarily with refugees, but had not realised that this 
term encompasses ‘irregular migration’ and ‘mixed 
movements’, e.g. human trafficking and abandoned 
children. Indeed, there is a special department devoted 
to human trafficking and another regarding the sale 

of children, as well as Special Rapporteurs, Special 
Representatives and UNICEF, a separate agency dealing 
with issues affecting children. UNICEF deals with such 
a broad range of issues that there are departments 
concentrating on the causes and factors of trafficking in 
children in order to gain specific knowledge on how best 
to prevent it. But with new units and Special Commissions 
constantly created, the UN sometimes spreads itself too 
thinly.

A particularly memorable moment of the trip was the 
UK assessment of its human rights record in front of 
the other member States during the Universal Periodic 
Review. Lord McNally took the opportunity to make a 
joke in true British fashion about the weather: as soon 
as we implemented a hosepipe ban in the UK it starts 
raining! He was reprimanded by Germany: “I hope 
you get over your drought” and McNally apologised, 
admitting he had been warned not to tell jokes at the UN 
as they don’t translate well. He ended by saying despite 
the reserved and boring reputation of the British, we 
are preparing for two celebrations – the Jubilee and the 
Olympics, subsequently inviting all to attend. After that 
joke, I’m not sure they will.

The aforementioned roof at the Palais des Nations. Photo 
courtesy of Yu Anami.
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Probably the most interesting was our visit to the US 
Mission to Geneva. I think it’s safe to say our human 
rights class did the Institute of Commonwealth Studies 
proud with questions about the legitimacy of the US 
government’s human rights rhetoric. Asked why the 
US had spoken out about the situation in Syria but not 
Bahrain, the response came that all countries affected by 
the Arab Spring’s wave of revolutionary demonstrations 
are very different. In Syria, the government is harming 
civilians and not willing to change, whereas with Bahrain, 
the government is at the stage of implementation (of 
what exactly?) which, albeit slow, is making progress. US 
government decisions change as the situation unfolds 
and the Universal Periodic Review of Bahrain recognised 
the need to implement a plan with haste. Obama’s ‘Assad 
must go’ didn’t have international or Syrian domestic 
support, whereas Bahrain’s need for change has more 
civil society backing. “We also only have a limited toolkit 
– Human Rights Council resolutions, legally-binding 
Security Council decisions – maybe it’s not a good system 
but it’s how it the system works.” Seems like a pretty 
powerful toolkit when the political will is there, though 
(remember Libya?).

Finally, when in Geneva, I don’t recommend swimming in 
the freezing lake like a few nutters on our course did (plus 
Damien). But I do highly rate the coconut ice-cream. All 
in all, a great trip!

MA students in Geneva. Photo courtesy of Stephanie 
Wigram.

3

Alumni News
Haifa Rashed

MA Understanding and Securing 
Human Rights, 2011

I am the current Human 
Rights & Refugees 
Programme Assistant at 
the Quaker UN Office, 
Geneva (QUNO). I recently 
read a statement in the 
21st session of the UN 
Human Rights Council 
on behalf of Friends 
World Committee for 
Consultation (Quakers), 
welcoming the reference 
to children of those sentenced to death in the Secretary 
General’s latest report on the death penalty. The issue 
of children of incarcerated parents, including those 
whose parents are sentenced to death, is one of the 
focal topics of QUNO’s Human Rights & Refugees 
programme.

My Human Rights MA from the School of Advanced 
Study has been incredibly useful for me in terms 
of securing this post and providing me with the 
fundamental knowledge and understanding of human 
rights law and practice. 



MA Understanding and Securing Human Rights, 2011
Vickie Knox

It is often one human story that captures our interest and alerts us to injustice 
and discrimination which run to the core of a society. A young gay man has 
swastikas carved into his chest and is kicked to death on the streets of the Chilean 
capital; a 14-year-old Pakistani girl is shot in the head because she campaigns 
for girls’ education; a Nicaraguan single mother with aggressive breast cancer 
is denied life-saving treatment because she is a few weeks pregnant. It was this 
Nicaraguan, ‘Amalia’, who captured my attention and made me aware of what 
happens when abortion is absolutely criminalised.

Having grown up in the UK, I thought that abortion and reproductive rights 
were a matter of personal choice, rather than of the life or death of a woman. 
I wasn’t aware that some countries criminalised abortion in all circumstances: 
even to save a woman’s life. Those words chill my bones every time I write 
or speak them. I certainly wasn’t aware of how such laws impact on women’s lives, nor how they reflect systemic 
discrimination against women.

After I completed my MA, I worked for a year in an organisation focused on discrimination and equality where I 
gained an in-depth understanding of these themes and how they manifest in law and practice. It was during this 
time that my interest in abortion was captured by another case - this time in El Salvador. ‘Manuela’ arrived at 
hospital haemorrhaging and slipping in and out of consciousness; she was shackled to the bed while she gave birth 
to her stillborn child, was transferred straight to prison still bleeding heavily and sentenced to 30 years in prison 
for murder. In prison, it became clear she had lymphatic cancer – the condition had probably caused the loss of her 
baby – but she was denied access to treatment, and died a year later in prison, orphaning her two young children. 

I thought since I started studying human rights and was exposed to cases describing extreme abuse, that I had 
developed a certain hardness - a way of dealing with these traumatic and distressing cases dispassionately and 
without emotion. But that story made me cry. It made me cry because we could all be ‘Manuela’: her friend, her 
sibling, her child, her parent.

I planned to spend the summer in Central America, and was keen to meet with organisations there to understand 
more about their work on abortion and how people in Europe could support this. I contacted the London-based 
Central American Women’s Network (CAWN) before I left, offering to do some self-funded fieldwork. This was 
gratefully accepted as they were planning to run projects on abortion and trafficking in the region. I met with 

several organisations in Nicaragua and El Salvador, 
consulting with representatives and specialists 
about their work and interviewing human rights 
defenders and women who had suffered human 
rights abuses as a result of the criminalisation of 
abortion.

The highlight of my trip (which included an amazing 
holiday, surfing pacific beaches and climbing 
volcanoes!) was the release of Sonia Tábora – a 
woman who had spent 7½ years of a 30 years 
sentence in prison after suffering a stillbirth. It 
was serendipitious that (after many bureaucratic 
delays) the decision on the judicial review of her 
sentence was announced the day after I arrived 

Casa de Todas - the home to several women’s rights groups in San 
Salvador. Photo courtesy of Vickie Knox

Alumni News
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in San Salvador and I was invited to the court by 
one of the organisations I was working with. It was 
a really emotional and uplifting day for Sonia and 
for those who had campaigned so tirelessly for her 
release – and I felt privileged to share it.

For me there was another joy: that persevering until 
successes like this are what work in human rights 
work is all about. The moment when Sonia stepped 
into freedom encapsulates why I decided to study 
human rights at the ICWS and dedicate myself to 
this work. My fieldwork has really fortified me to 
continue this work - as much from being inspired 
by the dedicated human rights defenders who 
persevere in what is often a difficult and lonely 
mission, as from speaking with victims of human 
rights abuses. 

Before I left London, I had started reworking my 
legal research essay from ICWS (which had explored 
the relevance to abortion of international human rights law and featured a case study on Nicaragua) for publication. I 
changed the focus to evaluate the use of the principles of equality and non-discrimination in advocacy, extended the 
case study to include El Salvador and demonstrate aspects of discrimination in the lived-experience under restrictive 
laws, and evaluated legislative progression following negative and positive rights approaches in the United States 
and Colombia. I made the last edits to this paper from a table looking out across Lake Atitlán in Guatemala, updating 
it with the latest developments and information gathered from my fieldwork in El Salvador. It was published in the 
Equal Rights Review at the start of September, just before I came back to the UK, and I have just translated it into 
Spanish, to ensure that it is accessible to advocates in Latin America.

Back in London, I met with CAWN to brief them on my trip and hand over the materials I had gathered, which ranged 
from the latest campaigns materials from El Salvador to an anti-abortion propaganda DVD which was played on 
public buses in Nicaragua. I was asked to run a UK media campaign on abortion in Central America and, as it was 
a week before 28 September - the first Global Day of Action for Access to Safe and Legal Abortion, I suggested we 
launch it on that day. 

I decided to go for the top and contacted an old friend who used to freelance at The Guardian, asking him for an 
appropriate contact. I emailed his contact a short pitch - which was time-sensitive and had a clear and attention-
grabbing subject line: ‘30 years in prison for having a stillbirth’. I went for a swim and by the time I returned home, I 
had received a request to submit copy within 18 hours! 

The course at the ICWS provided an excellent balance of theoretical knowledge and practical skills, and as part 
of the Securing Human Rights unit we had a media day and produced media projects, which were designed to 
communicate complex messages to different audiences. The skills I learnt from these components and from press 
workshops at the Rebellious Media Conference were invaluable in enabling me to produce and publish the article. 
Although it was certainly challenging to condense all my legal analysis into one paragraph, the hardest bit was not 
telling anyone until after it had been published! 

I am now working as Communications Manager at International Alert, which is a role where I can combine my 15 
years of experience working in new media and communications with my studies in human rights. I have also been 
appointed co-director of CAWN and am designing and fund-raising for a pan-regional project on the decriminalisation 
of abortion. I’m really pleased that I can work in the names of  ‘Amalia’, ‘Manuela’, Sonia and the thousands of other 
nameless women whose stories remain untold, but matter nonetheless.

“Sonia Tábora and the risks of being poor and pregnant in El Salvador”, The Guardian, 28 September 2012 
“Abortion in the Americas: Non-discrimination and Equality as Tools for Advocacy and Litigation” Equal Rights Review 
vol.9, Sep 2012

Sonia Tábora had a mental breakdown and spent more than seven 
years in prison before finally being released on 14 August 2012. 
Photo courtesy of Vickie Knox
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MA Understanding and Securing Human Rights, 2011
Nancy Kiousi

Alumni News

When I finished my Masters in Understanding and Securing 
Human Rights I decided to take some time off and volunteer 
in Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT) as an international 
human rights observer. During my time there I worked with 
several Palestinian civil society organisations, such as popular 
committees of villages, youth organisations and women's 
groups across the West Bank. 

Most of my time was spent in Hebron, a city in the south of 
the West Bank, classified as Area C under the Oslo accords, 
which means it lies under strict Israeli military control. 
Hebron is a Palestinian city which has witnessed an extreme 
escalation of violence and oppression during the last two 
decades. In 1994 an armed Israeli settler, Baruch Goldstein, 
entered the Ibrahimi Mosque and opened fire on Palestinians 
during the Friday prayers, killing 29 people and injuring more 

that 120. Since then the city has seen dramatic increase in extremism by illegal Israeli settlers, including violent 
attacks, destruction of Palestinian property and forced evictions of families whose property is then taken over by 
illegal settlers. 

Shortly after the massacre at the Mosque, the Israeli military closed the center of the city for all Palestinians, notably 
closing down Shuhada Street, which used to be the center of the old city and a lively market. Palestinians are now 
prohibited from using a number of streets in Hebron and a number of military checkpoints are established to control 
their access to the old city, making ordinary tasks, such as daily shopping for a household, extremely difficult. They 
are made to travel extremely long distances on foot in order to use permitted routes and they are routinely delayed, 
harassed and refused entry at checkpoints. 

My work as an international observer involved monitoring military checkpoints on a daily basis; I was often 
accompanying Palestinian children to/from school to make sure they are not prevented from crossing the checkpoints. 
Additionally, families living in neighborhoods near illegal Israeli settlements, and whose children had previously 
become targets of violent attacks on their way to school, would ask international observers to accompany their 
children in order to deter settler violence. 

Moreover, as part of my role as an international 
observer I often interviewed people who had been 
attacked, threatened or harassed, and I documented 
violent incidents and human rights abuses in 
reports. Such abuses included the frequent denial 
for Palestinians to cross checkpoints (including those 
trying to access medical care or education), arbitrary 
arrests and detentions, refusal of Israeli military to 
intervene in episodes of settler violence, demolitions 
of Palestinian homes and the subjection of Palestinian 
children to military procedures (such as military court 
and custody in military prisons). Documenting human 
rights abuses and writing reports is essential, as it 
enables international observers to raise awareness 
about Palestine in their home countries. 

More than 600 Palestinian shops were forced to close by 
the Israeli military in Shuhada St, Hebron, which remains 
a ghost street to this day. Picture taken in November 
2011. Photo courtesy of Nancy Kiousi.

Palestinian teacher and schoolchildren waiting to cross military 
checkpoint. Photo courtesy of Nancy Kiousi.
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A group of international women taking out a few weeks in a year to show their solidarity to Palestinians
 

International Women's Peace Service (IWPS) is now recruiting volunteers to retain an international presence in 
Palestine in 2012 - 2013

IWPS is a female driven, small human rights organisation with members from all over the world. IWPS focuses on 
maintaining an international presence in Palestine and supporting the participation of women in resisting the illegal 
occupation.

Have you ever: 

•  Wanted to give your time to the Palestinian struggle?
•  Wanted to learn more?
•  Wanted to be a witness and document the human rights abuses taking place in the West Bank? 
•  Wanted to work alongside women from different backgrounds? 

If you answered yes to any of the above then join IWPS and support us in maintaining international presence in the 
West Bank.

If you have:
 Good communication skills - written and oral
 Good technological skills - emails, website, filming, photography
 Have some knowledge of the current situation in Palestine with a willingness to learn
 Reliability and commitment; and 
 Time to attend our training later this year.

Then we would like to hear from you. Visit our website http://iwps.info. to get more information including the 
application pack. 

Here is why Meg volunteers for IWPS:

"I joined IWPS at the end of 2009 and still volunteer with them today. Like you, I read an email recruitment call and 
decided to bite the bullet. I was scared, and yes volunteering in Palestine is no walk in the park. However I joined 
IWPS as it provided everything I would want in an organisation if I wanted to contribute to a just cause in the safest 
way possible. IWPS provided immense support before, during and after my trip to Palestine. 

Managing my fears wasn't easy. However today I sit in the comfort of my own home with immense pride that I 
contributed to a cause much bigger than myself. I felt and still feel the immense pride in my ability to have given my 
time. Being a witness to the human rights abuses in Palestine further informed my perspective on the conflict. If you 
have ever thought about doing something for Palestine then I highly recommend joining IWPS." 

For more information contact: applyiwps@gmail.com

By creating a visible international presence we aimed at de-escalating situations and deterring violence from either 
the Israeli military or the settlers. I personally experienced a violent attack by settlers that ended as soon as an 
international presence was established. This is why the local activists often asked us to accompany them in protests, 
feeling safer in the presence of internationals. Further to that, the local organisations are making efforts to build 
links with the  international community, not just to receive support, but more importantly to share their stories. 

After my return to the UK I have kept in touch with several Palestinian friends, activists and civil society organisations 
and I have helped to organise awareness raising events in London. I feel deeply connected to Palestine and I hope 
that one day I can return to Hebron and find people there living with security and with peace. 

Opportunities
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Alumni News

PhD, Commonwealth Politics and History, 1978
Brian Tennyson

Dr. Brian Tennyson has edited and published a new work: Merry Hell: The Story of the 25th (Nova Scotia) Battalion, 
Canadian Expeditionary Force, 1914-1919. It was written by Robert N. Clements, who served in the battalion, and 
Brian edited the manuscript. Brian also wrote the introduction and added notes. Merry Hell is being published by 
University of Toronto Press this autumn.

Dr Steven Harris, senior historian in the Directorate of History and Heritage, Department of National Defence, 
Ottawa, describes it as “a singular contribution to our knowledge of the First World War and those who fought it. 
Anyone who calls himself or herself a First World War historian will read this book with a smile of satisfaction on 
their face – it just rings true and genuine, and is more immediate than existing studies. And for those who haven’t 
read much on the First World War, at least at the battalion history level, this will be a revelation.”

Brian completed his PhD at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies in 1978 and, since 2003, has been Professor of 
History at Cape Breton University in Sydney, Nova Scotia, Canada.



TREVOR REESE 
MEMORIAL PRIZE 

The Trevor Reese Memorial Prize was established by the 
Institute of Commonwealth Studies in 1979.  It is in the name 
of Dr Trevor Reese, a distinguished scholar of Australian and 
Commonwealth history, who was Reader in Imperial Studies 
at the Institute until his death in 1976. He was the author of 
several leading works in his field, and was both founder and 
first editor of the Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth 
History. The Prize was established with the proceeds of 
contributions to a memorial fund by friends and colleagues 
of Trevor Reese throughout the Commonwealth and United 
States. 

The Prize, of £1,000, is awarded every three years to the 
author of a work which has made a wide-ranging, innovative 
and scholarly contribution in the broadly-defined field of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History. 

A public call for nominations for books in the relevant field 
published in the calendar year 2010, 2011 or 2012 is now open. 
Publishers or authors willing to submit titles for consideration 
should send two copies to Alegria Perez, Academic Support 
Officer, at the address below. Please note that multi-
authored works are elegible but edited books are not. The 
deadline for submissions is 07 January 2013 at 5pm.

Institute of Commonwealth Studies
Senate House, Malet Street, London WC1E 7HU

Telephone: +44 (0) 20 7862 8844
Fax: +44 (0) 20 7862 8820 E-mail : ics@sas.ac.uk
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MA Understanding and Securing Human Rights, 2011

MA Understanding and Securing Human Rights, 2010

Hannah Kibirige 

Aleisha McLean

Hannah Kibirige co-wrote a publication for Stonewall, One Minority at a Time, 
which presents research by Stonewall and the Runnymede Trust that examines 
the experiences of black and minority ethnic gay people accessing public 
services. The research, based on detailed interviews with black and minority 
ethnic gay people, shows that many public service workers rarely consider 
the possibility of multiple identities and most have little or no training to 
encourage them to do so.

Aleisha McLean wrote an article on “The European Court of Human Rights as 
Protector or nuisance?” for Legal InCite’s Special Edition on Human Rights, 
which was foreworded by Shami Chakrabarti. Aleisha’s article outlines debates 
in the UK about the role of the ECtHR in the UK legal system, using the case 
study of Othman (Abu Qatada) v.The United Kingdom.
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Legal InCite – Special Edition

Human Rights Act
Debating the

Foreword By Shami Chakrabarti

Alumni News

The aim of this project is to produce a unique digital research 
resource on the oral history of the Commonwealth since 1965. 
It will conduct 60 major interviews with leading figures in the 
recent history of the organisation, which will be available in 
digitised form on a dedicated website hosted by the School of 
Advanced Study. The project seeks to produce a Commonwealth 
equivalent of the British Diplomatic Oral History Programme 
based at Churchill College, Cambridge. It will provide an 
essential research tool for anyone investigating the history of 
the Commonwealth and will serve to promote interest in and 
understanding of the organisation.

ICWS Launches Commonwealth Oral History Project



You are cordially invited to attend the 1st Annual 
Alumni Homecoming Lecture

Current Developments in Business and 
Human Rights

13 November 2012
18.00 (reception to follow)

Room 349 (third �loor)
Senate House
Malet Street

London WC1E 7HU
RSVP: chloe.pieters@sas.ac.uk

This panel discussion will feature four alumni from the MA in Understanding and Securing Human 
Rights who are doing cutting edge work in the �ield of business and human rights.  

The talk will be followed by the launch of ‘Corporate Activity and Human Rights in India’, edited by 
Gabriella Wass (MA 2010, pictured), with contributions from Isobel Foulsham (MA 2010) and Rebecca 
Mackinnon (MA 2012) and published by the Human Rights Law Network, India.

Lucy Purdon (MA 2011), ICT Sector Researcher, Institute for Human Rights 
and Business. Lucy has been leading the development of EU Guidelines for the 
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) sector to better comply with 
the UN Framework and Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights.

Gabriella Wass (MA 2010), is Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Researcher 
at the International Peace Information Service in Antwerp, 
Belgium. She is currently developing a project on CSR 
for the oil industry in Uganda. She was also editor of the 
Human Rights Law Network’s book on ‘Corporate Activity 
and Human Rights in India’.

Peter Frankental (MA 2010) is Economic Relations 
Programme Director at Amnesty International UK. Among 
his current work in the UK is 
advocating for the implementation 
of the UN Framework and Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human 
Rights.

The panel will feature presentations from:



MA Understanding and Securing Human Rights, 2010
Gabriella Wass

Corporate Activity and Human Rights in India is a volume published 
by the Human Rights Law Network (HRLN), New Delhi. It compiles the 
stories of Indian lawyers, activists, doctors and politicians, who came 
together at a Goan conference in 2011 to discuss litigating against 
corporations. These stories provide an unceremonious description 
of the relationship between businesses and corporations in India 
as it currently stands. The book is designed to offer the reader a 
description of the problems faced, an explanation of their origin, and 
proposals of ways to combat them using Iitigation and activism.

When I arrived in India, all I knew was that I was looking for a bit of 
an adventure, hoped it would involve business and human rights, and 
was in a country that would probably yield something interesting. 
Arriving in Delhi with three months on my visa, I stumbled across 
HRLN and meekly requested an internship. After meeting with Colin 
Gonsalves, the visionary director of HRLN, with his baby on my lap 
being fed her first Aloo Gobi, I was promptly given 20 hours of video 
recordings with a request to turn the material into a book. Chaos, 
baffling phone calls, power cuts and too many cover designs ensued, 
but eight months later it was finally published. 

Business and human rights have an extraordinary relationship in India. Immense Tata buildings tower above slums 
and ragged children. Water in Bhopal is still contaminated and toxic waste lies in solar evaporation ponds. Generic 
drugs are slowly being forced out of the market under the pressure of emerging patenting laws. Special economic 
zones are being created where the traditional laws and taxes of India no longer apply in the name of creating 
employment. Yet India leans on their economy for growth and to lift ist people out of poverty. 

In the spirit of recognising that big business and dignity can coexist, HRLN focuses on litigating key cases and 
spreading awareness. They draw on the excellent constitutional laws of India to bring legal battles forward for the 
right of the Indian people. Yet there is a great disparity between the law, judgements and practice, hence the need 
to develop ways for both litigation and activism to enable change. Solutions to the tension between business and 
human rights can be creative and daring; innovation is needed. It is my hope that the law, stories, and passion of 
Indian activists described in this book will provide that inspiration.

Alumni News
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Forthcoming events
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Human Rights Research Students’ Conference
20 November 2012, 09.30 - 18.00 
S261 (second floor), Senate House (South Block), Malet Street, London WC1E 7HU 

The Institute of Commonwealth Studies and Human Rights Consortium are establishing regular conferences for 
postgraduate students carrying out research in the field of human rights. These conferences are an opportunity 
for postgraduate students from the UK and further afield to meet and discuss their work in a stimulating 
environment in the centre of London. Please email HRC@sas.ac.uk for further details.

Registration fee: £15.00 (standard) / £10.00 (students/retired/unwaged)

J.C Byrne, Entrepreneurial Imperialism, and the Question of Indigenous Rights
07 December 2012, 17.00 - 19.30
The Court Room (first floor), Senate House (South Block), Malet Street, London WC1E 7HU 

Speaker: Shino Konishi, Visiting fellow, Institute of Commonwealth Studies

This paper will focus on Joseph C. Byrne, a slick-tongued Irish traveller who tried his hand in a number of colonial 
schemes and fashioned a reputation as an expert on emigration. In 1848 he published his two-volume opus 
Twelve Years’ Wanderings in the British Colonies from 1835 to 1847, describing his ostensible experiences in 
New Zealand and the Australian colonies, and then embarked on a lecture tour throughout Britain promoting 
emigration. Descriptions of indigenous peoples proliferate throughout Byrne’s numerous guides. While his texts 
were partly informed by his own travels, he also quoted liberally from official correspondence, newspapers, and 
other contemporary works. Thus his accounts not only detail his own individual opinions on the nature and rights 
of different indigenous peoples as well as their treatment by the colonists, actual and potential, they also reflect a 
broader spectrum of imperial attitudes towards native peoples.

The Overseas Territories in Focus
22 November 2012, 17.30 - 19.30 
STB6 (basement), Stewart House, 32 Russell Square, London WC1B 5DN

Speakers: Alan Huckle, Former Governor of Anguilla and the Falkland Islands, and ex-Head of the FCO’s Overseas 
Territories Directorate. Chair: Peter Clegg, Senior Lecturer in Politics, UWE  

This event launches recent Institute of Commonwealth Studies publication The non-independent territories 
of the Caribbean and Pacific: Continuity or change? edited by Peter Clegg and David Killingray, and Islands and 
Britishness: A Global Perspective edited by Jodie Matthews and Daniel Travers, published by Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing. In collaboration with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the University of the West of England, and 
the University of Huddersfield.

Decolonization Workshop
16 November 2012, 11.00 - 19.00 
The Senate Room (first floor), Senate House (South Block), Malet Street, London WC1E 7HU 

In collaboration with King’s College London. The workshop will end with the launch of Harshan Kumarasingham’s 
A Political Legacy of the British Empire: Power and the Parliamentary System in Post-Colonial India and Sri-Lanka 
(London, I B Tauris, 2012)

Registration fee: £15.00 (standard) / £10.00 (students/retired/unwaged)

A wide-ranging programme of seminar, conferences and workshops take place at ICwS throughout the year. Below 
are some highlights from the next few months. For information about more events, please visit 
http://commonwealth.sas.ac.uk/events/forthcoming-events/.

http://commonwealth.sas.ac.uk/forthcoming-events


Polly Higgins

Polly Higgins is a lawyer and barrister 
who proposed Ecocide as the 5th 
Crime Against Peace to the UN in 
2010. She speaks at an international 
level for a law of Ecocide to be put 
in place. Polly is the author of the 
award-winning Eradicating Ecocide: 
laws and governance to prevent 
the destruction of our planet and 
of Earth is our Business: changing 
the rules of the game. She has been 
voted one of the ‘World’s Top 10 
Visionary Thinkers’ by the Ecologist, 
named ‘the Planet’s lawyer’ by the 
2010 Change Awards and more 
recently won ‘Campaigner of the 
Year 2012’ by the PEA Awards. Polly 
spoke recently at the Institute of 
Commonwealth Studies / Human 
Rights Consortium event launching 
their Ecocide Law Project, during 
which groundbreaking research on 
the law of ecocide was revealed.

What is a typical day like for you?

No day is typical!  If I’m in London 
I’ll be awake at any time between 
4.30 and 6am, which is my most 
productive time of the day. I’m a 
great believer in meditation and I 
start the day examining what is for 
the best. That can be anything from 

what needs doing that day to longer-
term planning. When I am travelling 
I have the great fortune to be able to 
slip into new time-zones easily and I 
generally work to a similar start to the 
day. After that, it can be meetings, 
public speaking, writing and skypes. 
A lot of my work is seeding the law 
of Ecocide at lots of different levels.

You worked as a barrister for many 
years before devoting yourself full-
time to Eradicating Ecocide. What 
inspired you to make that switch?

I had a light-bulb moment when I 
found myself thinking ‘something 
needs to be done.’ As soon 
as I thought that something 
fundamentally shifted in me; I was 
no longer prepared to accept what 
is. Instead I started looking to what 
can be. 

Your aim is to make Ecocide 
(which you define as the extensive 
destruction, damage to or loss of 
ecosystem(s) of a given territory, 
whether by human agency or by 
other causes, to such an extent 
that peaceful enjoyment by the 
inhabitants of that territory has 
been severely diminished) the 5th 
Crime Against Peace. What, for 
you, is the connection between 
protecting the environment and 
peace?

Ultimately peace is a state of 
being that is premised on life, not 
destruction. Our laws as they stand 
have not placed life as the central 
aspiration for humanity; whereas 
a law of Ecocide is premised on the 
intrinsic value that all life is sacred.

Your work involves trying to effect 
change at the international level. 
What are some of the biggest 
challenges you’ve faced in doing so?

The biggest challenge has been 
within myself. I have learned that 
first I must establish peace within 
me if I am to be a voice for the 
Earth. That has meant examining 
my own inner conflicts and negative 
issues, which I address through my 
meditation. I am now convinced that 
working to achieve peace is viable 
and preferable to being aggressively 
frustrated. I learned how to let go of 
my anger and that changed my way 
of being, which in turn freed me to 
speak as a messenger of peace. This 
is not a process that has ended; I 
still met with conflict, the difference 
is I know better how to resolve the 
issues that arise now.  

Isn’t the work of creating a new 
international law of Ecocide very 
complex? Would it be easier to 
create legislation at a national level?

On the contrary, creating a law of 
Ecocide at an international level is 
far easier than convincing countries 
one by one to come on board for a 
number of reasons. 1. I am seeking 
an amendment to an existing Statute, 
the Rome Statute  - one international 
law, not 194 separate laws. 2. Most 
countries will not want to support 
a law of Ecocide unless it creates a 
level playing field across the world. 3. 
A law of Ecocide is a law that governs 
international business, and many of 
our corporations are international in 
remit.

Would part of the work involve 
creating new institutions to uphold 
the laws against Ecocide, or are 
those structures already in place?
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We have the International Criminal 
Court; however it has a backlog of 
cases. There are a number of viable 
suggestions already on the table; 
1. That we create an international 
Environmental Court; 2. That the 
existing ICC be expanded and/or 3. 
That the ICC gives preliminary rulings 
as to whether or not there is a case 
to be heard and then it is farmed out 
to a neutral state to hold in one of 
their courts the trial.

Part of your aim in making Ecocide 
an international crime is to put 
people and the environment before 
profit. What kind of resistance 
– and support – has there been 
from businesses and corporations 
regarding your campaign?

Support is growing every day; we 
have had interest from various 
sectors, including the insurance 
industry (they look long-term and 
see that this is a law that will come in 
and therefore why insure something 
that will be considered a crime 
further down the line) and from 
some less likely business allies, such 
as a coal industry leader.  Those who 
engage are the bridges to others 
who are wanting to see change but 
feel that they cannot speak out from 
their sector.  Once we get more 
people in business speaking out, we 
can change from the inside as well as 
outside. 

There are numerous ways of staying in touch with the Institute 
of Commonwealth Studies

Join our LinkedIn group, Institute of Commonwealth Studies 
Alumni

Join our Alumni Facebook group: 
http://www.facebook.com/InstituteOfCommonwealthStudiesA-
lumni

If you would like to contribute to the Spring 2013 edition of 
ICAN, please email Chloe Pieters: 
chloe.pieters@sas.ac.uk. We look forward to hearing from you.
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The Institute of Commonwealth 
Studies warmly thanks former 
and current students who have 
contributed to this issue of ICAN 
by bringing their news to our 
attention and authoring pieces 
about their activities during and 
after studying at the ICWS.

We also warmly thank ICWS 
alumna and ICAN associate editor 
Pamela Mackay who has been 
instrumental in gathering material 
for this issue.
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