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Session Plan

- Anti-rights ecosystem

- Anti-rights narratives in practice

- Case Studies

- Group exercise – sharing experience

- Archetypes of anti-rights actors



The state of play; the anti-rights ecosystem (BW)

- Optimism of 90s

- 9/11 and anti-terror rights 
crises 2001-2005

- Food crisis 2007

- Financial crisis 2008

- Economic and Eurozone 
crises 2008-2010

- Austerity 2009-2015

- Rule of law crisis 2010-2015

- Rise of populism 2014-

- Crimea 2014

- Refugee ‘crisis’ 2015

- Trump 2016

- Covid 2020

- Black Lives Matter 2020

- Ukraine conflict 2022

- Israel/ Gaza 2023

- Trump 2 2024



The state of play; the anti-rights ecosystem 

- Not one big conspiracy or group

- Multiple functions

- Multiple actors

- New fertile contexts

- The reassuring part: this is not all 
unchartered territory
- Theory on Social Movements going back 

decades



The anti-rights ecosystem: Component Functions

- Ideological

- Political

- Legal

- Financial

- Narrative

- Mobilising/ Organisational

- Institutional



The anti-rights ecosystem: Actors

- Hostile governments and politicians

- Suppressed NGOs
- Funding

- Space and anti-NGO laws

- Suppressed rights bodies 
- Funding

- Status

- Hostile non-governmental actors
- Formal

- Informal



The anti-rights ecosystem: Context

- Speed of change
- Rolling news 
- Length of a year

- Modes of communication
- Offline to online
- Known to unknown

- Authority
- Mainstream to mistrust

- Information/ accuracy
- Multiple checks, editorial to 

crowdsourced to popularity



Anti-rights narratives in practice (AA) 

5 PRACTICAL PATTERNS OF ANTI-RIGHTS NARRATIVES
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PATTERN 1:

Language shifts before policy shifts



5 PRACTICAL PATTERNS OF ANTI-RIGHTS  NARRATIVES 

PATTERN 1:

Language shifts before policy shifts



5 PRACTICAL PATTERNS OF ANTI-RIGHTS  NARRATIVES 

PATTERN 1:

Language shifts before policy shifts



5 PRACTICAL PATTERNS OF ANTI-RIGHTS  NARRATIVES 

PATTERN 1:

Language shifts before policy shifts



5 PRACTICAL PATTERNS OF ANTI-RIGHTS  NARRATIVES 

PATTERN 1:

Language shifts before policy shifts



5 PRACTICAL PATTERNS OF ANTI-RIGHTS  NARRATIVES 

PATTERN 2:

Anti-rights narratives are emotional 
before ideological
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simplification
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5 PRACTICAL PATTERNS OF ANTI-RIGHTS  NARRATIVES 

PATTERN 4:

Institutions accidentally amplify 
harmful narratives



5 PRACTICAL PATTERNS OF ANTI-RIGHTS  NARRATIVES 

PATTERN 5:

Small social shifts matter



Resource Presentations

Case studies

Ivan Novosel – Human Rights House Zagreb



Group Exercise: National Examples

Highlight examples from your own country context

- The ecosystem (actors, functions)

- The narratives

15 minutes then report back

Note-takers and rapporteurs within each group



Archetypes of Anti-Rights Situations (BW) 

Strongman, Blustering Distracted public

Threatening and 
Repressive Minimised



Archetypes of Anti-Rights Situations

Strongman, Blustering “What did human rights ever do for you?”

“These bureaucrats in human rights courts”

“Human Rights elites telling you that someone else should get priority over you”

“We’re not going to listen to some so-called expert”

Takeaways:

• Motives questioned

• Information accuracy questioned

• Issues personalised

Responding:

• Who tells the story key

• What to emphasise is important

• Use ‘facts’ carefully and sparingly 



Archetypes of Anti-Rights Situations

Threatening and 
Repressive “This is an emergency so we’re banning protests/ marches”

“We’re spending too much on woke groups”

“NGOs have to play by the rules too”

“Protect our values and ban outside influence”

Takeaways:

• Very few threats off the table

• Shared playbook across countries

• Values and roots emphasised

Responding:

• Ground work in stories of domestic values

• Think about how events in other countries might translate

• Connect with the strength of own status and communities 



Archetypes of Anti-Rights Situations

Minimised “Some irrelevant group of activists”

“They don’t have the answers to our real problems”

“We’ve had enough of them, nothing has got better with them in charge”

“It’s about comfort, not rights.”

“They should be grateful”

“They are exaggerating”

Takeaways:

• Want to paint as irrelevant and useless

• Want to group rights with policy and charity

Responding:

• Strongly establish relevance

• Comms focus on core cases relevant to many (not fringe issues)

• Show how things change for the better



Archetypes of Anti-Rights Situations

Distracted public “I didn’t know that was happening”

“It’s awful, but there’s so much bad stuff going on in the world”

“I saw a headline about that, but not the detail”

“I had to stop watching the news, it was too overwhelming”

“I don’t know who to believe”

Takeaways:

• Audiences are overwhelmed

• Attention is fleeting

• Others’ approaches have an impact

Responding

• Messages need to be unmissable

• Messages need to be intentional

• Shock and sadness can get screened out



Close and Questions

• Questions?

• Things that have been missed?
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