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Abstract 

Research at multiple sites and ‘talking across worlds’ have generally been important in 

feminist and geographic scholarship. Some studies have examined methodological dilemmas 

endemic to research involving multiple locations. Other studies have drawn on multi-sited 

research including perspectives of participants and researchers beyond a single site. Most of 

these studies have explored how groups, individuals, and discourses move between local and 

transnational spaces. However, evidence on how such methodologies improve our 

understanding of transnational concepts is still scarce. This article draws on two research 

projects on women’s human rights activism in Honduras and South Africa and explores how 

multi-sited research improved the understanding of ‘women human rights defenders.’ In 

Honduras, activists in various women’s groups have identified themselves as women human 

rights defenders since the coup d’état in 2009. This identity enabled them to integrate 

women’s rights into a broader international human rights agenda. In South Africa, activists 

mostly use the term to influence decision-making at international organisations and to build 

alliances with activists globally. This multi-sited research reveals that women’s human rights 

concepts are not ‘given’. Rather, activists’ lived experiences on multiple scales shape the way 

they understand and ‘translate’ such concepts. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, geographic and feminist scholars have discussed different ways of ‘talking 

across worlds’ (Staeheli & Nagar 2002). Some of these studies have reflected on the 

researcher’s positionality in the field (Caretta & Riaño 2016; Faria & Mollett 2016; Schurr & 

Segebart 2012) and in the academy (Pratt 2002; Raju 2002). Some have criticised how 

geographic studies still reproduce colonial ways of knowing and enacting universalising 
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claims, despite reflective approaches in fieldwork (Sundberg 2014). Other studies, however, 

have called for multicultural approaches in research. They have claimed that researchers need 

to be cautious about essentialist contrasts between ‘Western’ and ‘Third World’ cultures 

(Narayan & Harding 2000; Mohanty 2003; Manea 2016). A common aim of such 

contributions has been to understand research from different perspectives. Such ‘multi-

directional transfers’ have become central for knowledge production (Segebart & Wastl-

Walter 2012). One such approach is multi-sited research, which generally studies social 

phenomena that one single site cannot sufficiently explain (Falzon 2016; Marcus 1995; 

Marcus 2009; Walker 2015; Collins & Huang 2012 in this journal).  

However, most studies exploring how different actors shape research have focused on 

questions of power, representation, and positionality. Only few have analysed how such 

approaches help conceptualise research (Monk et al. 2003; Pratt & Johnston 2014). Multi-

sited approaches mostly investigate how actors move between spaces but rarely study how 

transnational concepts such as human rights are understood in different places. Understanding 

such women’s human rights concepts is important because for a decade, women activists from 

urban and rural areas worldwide have been framing their activism as ‘women human rights 

defenders’. Scholars, including Fraser (2013), argue that women have found new ways to 

respond to multilevel socioeconomic and political crises in the 21st century. I argue that 

‘women human rights defenders’ is one of these ways.  

This paper analyses how research participants and collaborators at multiple sites 

improved the understanding of the concept ‘women human rights defenders’. I contend that 

this approach revealed questions that would have remained invisible by examining one case 

study. Multi-sited research, similar to human geographic research, regards space as socially 

constructed. Hence, this study understands research as a relational practice that researchers 

and participants mutually construct (Okazawa-Rey 2009; Massey 1999; Demeritt & Dyer 

2002). Such understanding of space replaces fixed categories such as location with the 

language of flows and fluidity (Marston, Jones, & Woodward, 2005). Researchers, 

collaborators and participants construct spaces ‘in between’ in an ongoing reflexive process 

(Katz, 1992, 502).  

Two projects illustrate this understanding, my research about women human rights 

defenders in Honduras and a collaborative research on women’s human rights activism in 

South Africa. Empirical evidence revealed how activists perceived ‘women human rights 

defenders’ as an identity and an advocacy tool on different scales. In Honduras, activists in 

feminist and women’s groups from urban and rural areas have identified themselves as 
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women human rights defenders since protests against the coup d’état in 2009. As women 

human rights defenders, activists integrated women’s rights issues into a broader human rights 

agenda. In South Africa, activists ‘translated’ the concept through transnational networks into 

the local context. They mostly perceived ‘women human rights defenders’ as a term to use to 

advocate their position in international contexts, both in order to influence decision-making at 

international organisations such as the UN, and as a way to build alliances with activists 

globally.  

Multi-sited research: a methodology to study transnational concepts 

Research involving multiple sites has been subject to much methodological analysis in 

feminist and human geographic scholarship (Fisher 2015; Nagar 2014; Staeheli & Nagar 

2002). Scholars have long sought to understand knowledge situated between various 

geographic and cultural contexts and to ‘disentangle processes of interpretation, translation, 

stuttering and the partly understood’ (Haraway 1991, 195). However, some have criticised 

how even reflective research methodology still produces colonial ways of knowing. 

Consequently, they have urged scholars to ‘decolonise’ research processes (Smith 2012; 

Mendoza 2002; Sundberg 2014).  

Multi-sited research is an ethnographic methodology (Marcus, 2009; 1995) and 

assumes that researchers move through a spatially dispersed field (Falzon 2016); in other 

words, they follow people, connections and relationships across space. Multi-sited research 

thus ‘moves out from the single sites and local situations of conventional ethnographic 

research designs to examine the circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in 

diffuse time-space’ (Marcus 1995, 96). The approach seeks to reduce hierarchies and 

decentralise research both geographically and spatially (Falzon 2016).  

Research at multiple sites is crucial particularly for understanding how discourse 

moves between spaces. Thayer (2010) found in her research on Brazilian rural women’s 

organisations that ‘translations’ of a specific discourse, or refusals to translate, play a strategic 

role for activists and represent a significant form of political agency. Activists’ lived 

experiences are important for such ‘translations’ because these experiences shape their views, 

interests, and identities. In addition, human rights concepts are not set but rather constitute 

different meanings when they travel between local, regional and transnational spaces (Nagar 

& Ali 2003).  
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This study focuses on opportunities for multi-sited methodology to understand 

transnational concepts rather than explaining why activists understood ‘women human rights 

defenders’ in a certain way. However, some reflections on how transnational concepts, 

including human rights, move between spaces are important to understand how activists in 

Honduras, South Africa and other world regions have embraced the term ‘women human 

rights defenders.’ Merry (2006a, 221) has stated that 

 
to be accepted, they [human rights] have to be tailored to the local context and resonate with 
the local cultural framework. … they must emphasize individualism, autonomy, choice, 
bodily integrity, and equality – ideas embedded in the legal documents that constitute human 
rights law.  
 

Feminist and women’s organisations have acknowledged that transnational alliances 

are crucial for working against neoliberal markets and for gender and social justice (Thayer 

2010; Mohanty 2013). I argue that women human rights defenders can be seen as one such 

alliance: Thousands of activists worldwide identify themselves as women human rights 

defenders (IM Defensoras 2013). Other scholars have emphasised the strategic value of such 

frameworks and stated these allow activists ‘to contain and control’ the system and enhance 

community wellbeing (Katz, 2012, 631).  

Finally, as Okazawa-Rey (2009) reminds us, language is key for understanding 

concepts, including human rights. Along with its cultural context, language is ‘always 

something to be negotiated, not to be taken for granted, and not to be assumed’. She reflects 

on her work with Arabic- and English-speaking activists in Palestine: ‘We could not rely on 

taken-for-granted understandings, but had to define and build consensus around the words we 

used.’ I build on this extensive feminist, human geographic and ethnographic work, which 

emphasises reflecting on various geographic and cultural contexts and on movements of 

discourses between various scales when investigating transnational concepts. 

 

Studying women human rights defenders in Honduras and South Africa 

Merry (2006) has stated that various intermediaries help translate human rights, including 

local activists, human rights lawyers, feminist NGO leaders, academics, who have one foot in 

the transnational community and one at home. In the past few years, my research has focused 

on such actors, particularly the National Network of Women Human Rights Defenders in 

Honduras. I worked in a feminist organisation in 2008-2009 in Tegucigalpa. For four months 

in 2013, I conducted semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions and participant 

observation in Tegucigalpa, San Pedro Sula, and La Esperanza with 30 women activists. In 
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2014-2016, informal conversations with numerous activists at UN meetings in Geneva, 

Switzerland, deepened my understanding of instruments, discourses and networks around 

women’s human rights activism.  

In addition to my research in Honduras, I studied women’s human rights activism in 

South Africa as part of a joint research project Safeguarding Democracy. Contests of Values 

and Interests between universities in South Africa and Switzerland. Firstly, the project’s aim 

was to gain a ‘crossed gaze’ (regard croisé) on our individual research projects. Researchers 

of the project’s first phase coined this term in 2010. In our gender working group, researchers 

based at Swiss universities conducted fieldwork in South Africa and South African project 

members studied women’s human rights discourses in Switzerland. Thus, this paper should be 

read as part of a larger project, which includes other ‘crossed gazes’.   

Secondly, the aim was to explore how to break patterns of northern dominance in 

research projects. This approach is in line with feminist postcolonial theories including 

standpoint and intersectional theories highlighting the diversity of women’s experience 

(Mohanty 2003; Crenshaw 1991). It draws on numerous scholars’ criticism of essentialist 

gender and cultural categories assuming that ‘women’ have a coherent group identity within 

different cultures (Narayan and Harding 2000; Mohanty 2003). These studies suggest that 

gender essentialism constructs sharp binaries about the qualities, abilities, and locations of 

‘men’ and ‘women’ while cultural essentialism constructs sharp binaries between ‘Western 

culture’ and ‘Non-western cultures’ or ‘other’ cultures. 

Thirdly, as Katz notes, ‘[e]ven in a universe decentred and in flux, we are situated and 

bear responsibility for interrogating our positionings’ (Katz, 1992, 504). Part of such 

interrogation is to acknowledge how multi-sited research comprises researchers and activists 

who are intermediaries of human rights discourse (Merry 2006). In this paper, I seek to 

present researchers’ and participants’ views and at the same time, acknowledge that my 

understanding has been as influenced by my location and identity as any of the participants I 

studied (Mama 2011; Naples 2003). Some participants in South Africa were familiar with 

women human rights defenders but others learned about the term through our conversations. 

In my role as intermediary, I ‘translated’ to activists in South Africa what I had learned from 

Honduran activists or from international organisations. Thus, a ‘crossed gaze’ goes beyond 

mere self-reflection and encourages us to include both participants’ and researchers’ gaze 

outside the case study into the analytical process (Meintjes and Scheidegger 2013).  

This approach aligns with Hancock’s alternative of non-binary categories (Hancock, 

2016, 82):  
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‘[…]Conceptualising reality in a way that takes the politics of subaltern communities 
as seriously as the politics of mainstream society means that one can no longer self-
locate as either on a margin or in a centre. 
 

During three visits in 2015 and 2016, a total period of two months, I engaged in 

participant observation and conducted interviews and focus-group discussions with activists, 

individual scholars, and women from seven human rights- and women’s organisations in 

Johannesburg and Cape Town. I consciously sought a ‘speaking-with approach’ (Nagar 2014; 

De Vault 1999). According to Nagar (2014, 120), such an approach provides ‘concrete spaces 

to envision ways in which feminist scholars … might conceptualise accountability to people’s 

struggles for self-representation and self-determination’ and aims to flatten the power 

relations between the interviewer and interviewee. We discussed perceptions of both the 

notion ‘women human rights defenders’ and also challenges to women’s rights and the ways 

activists sought to respond to these challenges in South Africa and other countries. Like the 

participants, South African research collaborators enabled me to reflect on the concepts I 

used.  

This article does not claim that all women activists in Honduras or in South Africa 

embrace this activist identity but rather acknowledges that some might have different views. 

For example, four of the other organisations I interviewed were not familiar with the term or 

framed their activism differently. ‘Activists’ or ‘participants’ in this article therefore refers to 

the women of these specific networks and organisations – Just Associates International 

(JASS), The Association for Progressive Communications Women’s Rights Programme (APC 

WRP) and the Centre for Applied Legal Studies (CALS) – which are composed of women 

from various ages, races, ethnicities, sexual orientations, and socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Defensoras de derechos humanos: Women Human Rights Defenders in Honduras 

The term ‘human rights defenders’ originates in the UN Declaration on Human Rights 

Defenders (1998). In 2010, the UN recognised that women defending human rights face 

gender-specific threats and violence (UNHRC 2012). Since then, women human rights 

defenders refer to women who individually or together act in defence of women’s human 

rights as well as the full range of rights, whether civil, political, economic, social, cultural, 

environmental, sexual, or reproductive (IM Defensoras 2015).  
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In the late 20th century, many women’s and feminist movements across Latin America 

organised in human rights organisations, adopted the international slogan ‘women’s rights are 

human rights’ and contributed to the mainstreaming of women’s rights in government 

institutions (Jaquette 2009; Alvarez 2000). However, most activists from the National 

Network of Women Human Rights Defenders in Honduras began identifying themselves as 

women human rights defenders due to the protests against the coup in 2009 (see also [citation 

removed]). The national network emerged after a regional meeting with Central American 

women human rights activists in Mexico in 2010. 

Recently in Honduras, militarisation and political instability have often been the 

ground for repression against women human rights defenders (IM-Defensoras 2013). In 

addition, rural communities, most of them indigenous or Afro-descendant Garifuna, have lost 

their lands because the state is privatising communal and state-owned property and selling it 

to international investors (Brondo 2013; Mollett 2016).  

A woman human rights lawyer explained how the concept of women human rights 

defenders spread after the political upheaval in 2009: 

 

Before, it [human rights defender] was a job. When someone knew of human rights 
violations, he/she searched for people who worked in organisations. Now the same 
people are capable of making announcements, calling the radio and documenting 
human rights violations. [After the coup] many people documented what happened in 
their communities and brought the documentations to us. Now there are lawyers' 
networks, of environmental lawyers, of women defenders, of various sectors. So, it 
was a mere necessity. 
 

This lived experience of the activist after the coup shows how defending human rights 

reflected activists’ strategies to seek justice and to organise with others. They used an 

international concept but embraced it as a local identity, as defensoras. It shows that 

understanding how women themselves define their activism is important because such 

definitions can challenge international organisations’ assumptions (Nagar, 2014).  

When I asked members of the National Network of Women Human Rights Defenders, 

what being women human rights defenders meant for them, many associated the identity with 

feelings of pride and responsibility. Merary, a feminist student activist, explained: ‘First of all, 

it means pride. That we can protect people’s lives; it is very gratifying to know we can do 

something.’ Carmen added, ‘to be a woman human rights defender means to be on the side of 

law. It means a responsibility.’ Martha, from a rural women’s network, said, ‘I have always 

been a human rights defender, for 30 years. But with the network, I began identifying myself 
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as one’. In addition, their identity construction reflected transnational discourses on women 

human rights defenders, which promote self-care and feminist popular education as part of 

protecting activists (Jokela-Pansini 2016). These discourses emphasise the need for defending 

other women human rights defenders but also of taking care of one’s own body and wellbeing 

(IM Defensoras 2013). 

 The women interviewed had experienced the concept as a strategy and advocacy tool 

on multiple scales besides being an identity. Locally, the interviewees felt the network 

protected them and raised their visibility in local communities. Internationally, as women 

human rights defenders, activists participated in human-rights delegations at the United 

Nations or the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. In joint submissions, they included 

gender-specific concerns into a broader human-rights agenda (UNHRC 2015). This part of the 

study shows how human rights concepts hold discursive power for feminists and other women 

activists in specific contexts.  

‘Crossed gaze’: Women organising for women’s human rights in South Africa 

In South Africa, a growing number of organisations has adopted the concept ‘women human 

rights defenders,’ including the Association for Progressive Communications, the Women’s 

Rights Programme (APC WRP), Just Associates International (JASS) and Centre for Applied 

Legal Studies (CALS). During my fieldwork in 2015, some participants explained that 

‘women human rights defenders’ was still a rare concept in South Africa. Jenny from APC 

WRP stated,  

 

I think the term, at least as a South African, is a pretty new one. In the anti-apartheid 
movement and in different feminist and sexuality rights movements, we never really 
defined ourselves as human rights defenders. If I think about the coalition [WHRDIC], 
there aren’t many organisations from South Africa. 

 

Maggie, coordinator of JASS Southern Africa explained how the concept in Southern 

Africa was different from other world regions: ‘[Regionally], it doesn’t have the same 

currency as it has in Mesoamerica ... that it is empowering for women to define themselves as 

defenders.’ Some argued that organisations saw the human rights language coming from 

donors. These statements reflect how lived experiences shape actors’ identities, interests and 

views (Nagar & Ali 2003). Another activist stated: 
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Our entry point has been women’s lived experiences in terms of their bodies and 
feminist popular education.[...] about how do you think about self-care in political 
ways. 

 

Particularly those working in local communities explained they framed their activism around 

bodily integrity as self-care, well-being and safety, rather than defending human rights. 

Hence, in South Africa, the entry point was self-care and women’s bodies. This was similar to 

transnational discourses on women human rights defenders and the statements of activists in 

Honduras. 

Maggie stated, ‘We are trying to find entry points to bring that discourse [women 

human rights defenders] alive but in a way that it’s in the context.’ Jenny noted that many 

called themselves feminists or women’s rights activists although the activism or work they did 

was the same as women human rights defenders in other world regions. The statement 

confirms Merry’s (2006) notion that activists ‘translate’ human rights discourses into local 

contexts in different ways. These conversations broke the fixed understanding I initially had 

of women human rights defenders through my fieldwork in Honduras. Activists saw that 

women human rights defenders enabled human rights issues to be addressed particularly in 

transnational contexts. They translated parts of the discourse into the local context, 

particularly those on bodily integrity (Merry 2006).  

Some explained that locally, women activists could better relate to women human 

rights defenders than to feminism because the connotation of the latter was often Western or 

European. Scholars including Mama (2011) have argued that diverse colonial rules, political 

regimes and international development discourses have shaped the various manifestations of 

feminism in African contexts. Consequently, many mobilise women’s rights in government 

institutions, international agencies, political parties and movements but distance themselves 

from feminist movements (see also Hassim 2006). Hence, locally, South African activists 

translated ‘women human rights defenders’ in certain contexts. As Jenny noted, ‘’Women 

human rights defenders’ is a very strong label, even the word itself.’  

Many related their activism to struggles against neoliberal politics, which is in line 

with Fraser’s (2013) assertion that activists frame their activism according to crises on 

multiple scales. South Africa has a wide gap between rich and poor and many activists saw 

this affecting their activism, access to justice, and social inequality. Thus, these women 

human rights defenders connected their advocacy work with concerns of activists from other 

countries. 
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Both research participants and collaborators explained how in South Africa, the issue 

of ‘defending’ rights was particularly interesting because the constitution of 1994 is one of the 

most progressive constitutions of the world, although these rights were still difficult to access. 

The Human Rights Commission still holds a strong political position in the country and there 

are authorities to which citizens can make claims on their rights. However, for many activists, 

defending rights reflected the challenges activists faced in their everyday work, which 

included lawyers accompanying human rights processes, psychologists and social workers 

consulting women victims of violence, and activists organising for Internet rights.  

Some activists emphasised that both South Africa and Honduras had some of the 

highest incidents of violence against women worldwide. Much of the discrimination and 

impunity stems from corruption, weak policing, and a weak judicial system, which is why 

participants considered advocacy work in international spaces particularly important. In 

addition to advocating for human rights at international organisations such as the UN, the 

term enabled activists to build transnational alliances. This was particularly notable in a 

conversation with an activist from CALS. In September 2016, she had just returned from the 

AWID Forum, one of the largest international gatherings of women human rights defenders. 

She personally felt part of the transnational network of women human rights defenders but 

understood why the term was difficult to adopt in South Africa and many preferred the term 

‘women activists’. In her view, the term itself was the issue. Activists in Honduras may 

understand ‘defensoras’ differently than South African activists understand ‘defenders’ or the 

translation into ten other official languages by their respective activists – or there weren’t 

equivalent words. It was therefore challenging for women in different communities to adopt 

an identity as human rights defenders. This reflects Okazawa-Rey’s (2009) notion that 

language plays a crucial role in activism.  

Learning from multi-sited research: Reflections on methodology, outcomes and future 
research 

Human geographers underline how identities, interests and views are constructed through 

lived experiences on multiple scales (Nagar & Ali 2003). In Honduras, activists experienced 

human rights violations during the protests and acknowledged they were defending their 

rights against the military and police violence. Therefore, activists had already identified 

themselves in a local context as human rights defenders during the protests in 2009. Since 

then, activists have also adopted the identity at international organisations such as the UN. In 

South Africa, activists translated the concept through transnational networks. They perceived 
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it primarily as a tool to advocate internationally as well as to build transnational alliances with 

other activists – hence, activists’ mobility was crucial for using the concept women human 

rights defenders. Others argued that many activists opposed international concepts and 

‘women human rights defenders’ had therefore not spread as an identity locally. In addition, 

the concept was difficult to translate into local languages. 

I argue first that conducting collaborative and participatory research at multiple sites 

helped break hierarchies and include multiple perspectives in the research process. It made us 

- the participants, research collaborators, and me - together critically view the concept and 

think about other ways to frame the same issues. Therefore, multi-sited research goes beyond 

mere self-reflection on positionality because it encourages us to include participants’ and 

researchers’ gaze beyond a single case study.  

Second, the methodology raised new questions: In addition to explaining how the 

network of women human rights defenders emerged, it allowed to reflect on how, in which 

contexts and at what scales activists perceived and translated the term in Honduras and South 

Africa. As scholars have argued, activists worldwide have found new ways to respond to 

multilevel socioeconomic and political crises (Fraser 2013; Katz 2012). This study indicates 

the various ways that activists globally identify themselves as women human rights defenders. 

Conversations with research collaborators and activists demonstrated that ‘women human 

rights defenders’ is not a homogeneous concept. A ‘woman human rights defender’ can refer 

to an indigenous woman who defends the environment, an urban feminist organising for 

reproductive rights, a woman advising victims of domestic abuse, or an internet-rights 

activist.  

Third, this multi-sited approach shows that women’s human rights framing can vary 

but still pursue the same goals - whether activists refer to women’s activism, feminist activism 

or defending women’s human rights. Thus, multi-sited research improves our understanding 

of transnational concepts that activists, decision-makers, and scholars in the international 

community often take for granted. Numerous studies have explored questions of 

representation and power in collaborative and participatory research projects. However, it is 

important to find evidence on how such research at multiple sites influences the way we 

conceptualise research as such.  

Finally, the study shows that human rights concepts do have discursive power for 

feminists and other women activists in specific contexts. This geographic research, 

emphasising the importance of multiple research perspectives, can and should be extended to 

how activists perceive, conceptualise, and benefit from such frameworks. 
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