Understanding Abdullahi An-Na'im's Decolonising Human Rights Argument
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A Sudanese commentary has reignited debate about Abdullahi An-Na'im's approach to sexual orientation, universal rights and cultural change. His argument matters because it asks a difficult question: can human rights be genuinely universal if communities disagree sharply about their meaning?
Essential Takeaways
The central argument: An-Na'im links universal rights to social and cultural change, rather than relying on declarations alone.
The disputed example: His lecture discusses changing attitudes and laws concerning sexual orientation in the United States.
A key distinction: He separates fundamental protections from rights that have achieved worldwide acceptance.
The wider theme: His work challenges the assumption that human rights can simply be exported from one political or cultural setting to another.
Why it matters: The debate reaches beyond sexuality, touching on religion, sovereignty, dignity and the language of international law.
One lecture, a much bigger argument
The controversy centres on a lecture about decolonising human rights, delivered by Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im at Emory University's Institute for Developing Nations. As the lecture title suggests, his focus was broader than one question of personal morality or public policy. He was examining how rights are defined, accepted and enforced across societies.
The example he chose was sexual orientation. An-Na'im referred to the United States, where laws and public attitudes had changed significantly within a relatively short period. His point was not simply that legal reform had occurred, but that law had followed, and helped reinforce, a deeper transformation in social attitudes. Queen Mary University of London described the lecture as part of his wider work on decolonising human rights.
That framing is important. It shifts the discussion away from slogans and towards the messy reality of changing institutions, beliefs and expectations. Rights may be written into legal documents, but they still need social conditions in which people can claim them safely.
What does "universal" really mean?
An-Na'im's central challenge is deceptively simple. If a right is called universal, does that mean it should apply immediately everywhere, regardless of local beliefs and political conditions? Or does universality require a process through which societies debate, reinterpret and eventually accept that right for themselves?
His scholarship argues that human rights cannot be sustained by international proclamation alone. Cambridge University's material on his book Decolonizing Human Rights presents this as a critique of dominant approaches that often treat Western legal and political models as the natural template for the whole world.
That doesn't make the argument comfortable. Critics may worry that cultural acceptance becomes a loophole for denying protection to minorities. Supporters, meanwhile, may say that durable reform is more likely when it grows through internal debate rather than appearing as an order imposed from abroad. The tension between those positions sits at the heart of the dispute.
Sexual orientation became the flashpoint
The lecture's reference to gay and lesbian rights has made the argument especially sensitive in Muslim-majority societies and elsewhere, where religious teachings, social customs and legal systems may reject same-sex relationships. The Sudanese commentary presents An-Na'im's position as an attempt to promote an American social outcome internationally.
But the lecture itself is more nuanced than that summary suggests. An-Na'im describes a historical shift in the United States and uses it to illustrate what he calls social and cultural transformation. He also acknowledges that international acceptance can't be created merely by announcing that a contested claim is a universal human right.
That distinction doesn't settle the moral disagreement, but it does clarify the intellectual one. The question isn't only whether people approve or disapprove of homosexuality. It's also whether a global rights framework should prioritise common standards, local legitimacy, or some difficult combination of both.
Decolonising human rights means questioning the starting point
The word "decolonising" can sound abstract, but An-Na'im uses it to question who gets to define human rights and whose history becomes the default. His broader work explores the relationship between international law, religion, state power and the legacy of colonial rule.
The Cambridge collection includes discussions of humanitarian intervention and the limits of externally driven solutions. Those themes connect directly to the sexual orientation example. A government or international body may claim to be advancing dignity, yet still be viewed locally as reproducing a hierarchy in which one region sets the standard for everyone else.
That concern has real political weight. However, it also raises a difficult practical problem: when local authorities invoke culture or religion to restrict individuals, who protects those individuals? The best answer cannot be cultural sensitivity alone. It has to include safety, equal treatment and a route to challenge abuse.
A debate that resists easy conclusions
The sharpest lesson is that universal rights debates rarely divide neatly into "modern" and "traditional" camps. They involve competing ideas about freedom, community, religious authority, personal dignity and the role of the state. An-Na'im's work is valuable precisely because it exposes those competing assumptions rather than pretending they don't exist.
Queen Mary University of London has presented his lecture as part of an ongoing academic conversation, not a final formula for resolving every conflict. That seems the fairest way to read it. The argument invites scrutiny, especially where cultural accommodation could be used to excuse persecution, but it also asks international advocates to examine their own assumptions.
In the end, the debate is about more than one lecture or one contested issue. It asks whether human rights can become truly global without becoming culturally uniform. That's an uncomfortable question, but it is also one that isn't going away.
The strongest rights framework will need both universal protection and genuine local dialogue.
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