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ABSTRACT 

This study aimed to explore how cultural narratives are constructed, translated, and strategically mobilized in human rights litigation, and how these 

narratives shape legal argumentation, institutional interpretation, and social meanings of justice. This qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured 

interviews with 24 participants in Tehran, Iran, including lawyers, legal academics, civil society advocates, and individuals with direct or indirect experience 

of human rights litigation. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling based on their knowledge of or involvement in rights-based 

legal claims. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved; saturation was reached after the twenty-first interview, and three additional 

interviews were conducted to confirm thematic stability. Interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes, were audio-recorded with informed consent, 

transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using thematic analysis. NVivo software was used for organizing transcripts, coding data, developing categories, and 

comparing themes across participant groups. Credibility was strengthened through member checking, peer review of codes, reflexive memo-writing, and 

constant comparison across interviews. Four main categories emerged from the data: cultural translation of rights claims, narrative framing of victimhood 

and dignity, tension between universal legal norms and local moral vocabularies, and strategic use of social meaning in legal advocacy. Participants 

described human rights litigation not merely as a technical legal process but as a culturally embedded practice in which legal arguments become persuasive 

when they are connected to locally intelligible ideas of dignity, honor, harm, family responsibility, fairness, and collective memory. The findings showed 

that cultural narratives could strengthen litigation by making abstract rights claims socially recognizable, but they could also constrain claimants when 

courts, lawyers, or institutions relied on stereotypical understandings of culture. The study concludes that cultural narratives play a constitutive role in 

human rights litigation by shaping how legal harms are named, how rights are justified, and how justice is socially understood. Human rights advocacy 

should therefore combine doctrinal legal reasoning with culturally sensitive narrative strategies that preserve the universality of rights while making them 

meaningful within local contexts. 
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Introduction 

Human rights litigation is commonly understood as a formal legal mechanism through which individuals and groups seek 

remedies for violations of dignity, equality, liberty, security, and due process. Yet litigation is never only a technical encounter 

with statutes, constitutional provisions, international instruments, or judicial procedures. It is also a narrative process through 

which suffering is named, responsibility is attributed, legal meaning is produced, and social recognition is sought. In this sense, 

human rights litigation operates at the intersection of legal argumentation and cultural meaning. Lawyers, judges, claimants, 

civil society actors, and expert witnesses do not merely apply legal norms to facts; they participate in the construction of 

culturally intelligible stories about harm, victimhood, justice, authority, and social order. The present study examines this 

intersection by exploring how cultural narratives are used in human rights litigation and how such narratives influence the 

social meanings attached to rights-based claims. 

The connection between law and narrative has long been central to socio-legal scholarship. Cover’s influential argument 

that law exists within a “nomos,” or normative universe, emphasizes that legal rules cannot be separated from the stories that 

give them meaning (Cover, 1983). Legal institutions create authoritative interpretations, but communities also produce their 

own normative narratives about what is lawful, just, legitimate, or oppressive. This insight is especially important for human 

rights litigation because rights claims often rely on broad concepts such as dignity, equality, discrimination, vulnerability, and 

freedom. These concepts are legally significant, but they are also culturally mediated. Their persuasive force depends partly on 

how they are translated into the moral language of particular communities, institutions, and audiences. 

Human rights law has global aspirations, but its practical force is shaped by local interpretation. Anthropological and socio-

legal studies have shown that human rights norms do not travel as fixed meanings from international texts into domestic 

contexts. Rather, they are translated, adapted, resisted, and reinterpreted by local actors (Goodale & Merry, 2007; Merry, 2006). 

Merry’s work on the translation of international human rights norms into local justice systems demonstrates that rights become 

socially meaningful when they are embedded in local categories of harm, morality, and legitimacy (Merry, 2006). Levitt and 

Merry (2009) describe this process as “vernacularization,” meaning the local appropriation and translation of global rights 

language into terms that resonate with specific cultural settings. This does not imply that human rights become relative or 

optional. Instead, it shows that universal norms require social mediation if they are to become practically usable and 

institutionally persuasive. 

Litigation is one of the key sites where this mediation occurs. In courtrooms, legal petitions, advocacy campaigns, and 

institutional hearings, abstract rights must be attached to concrete stories. A claim of discrimination, for example, must be 

narrated as an experience of exclusion, humiliation, unequal treatment, or denial of dignity. A claim of arbitrary detention must 

be narrated through social meanings of state authority, personal security, family disruption, and procedural injustice. A claim 

involving gender, minority status, migration, labor exploitation, or social vulnerability often becomes persuasive only when 

legal categories are connected to cultural understandings of shame, honor, dependency, duty, recognition, and belonging. Thus, 

cultural narratives do not simply decorate legal argumentation; they help organize the facts, identify the relevant harm, and 

determine what kind of legal remedy appears appropriate. 

The transformation of lived experience into a legal claim has been theorized through the framework of naming, blaming, 

and claiming. Felstiner, Abel, and Sarat (1981) argue that injurious experiences do not automatically become legal disputes. 

First, individuals must perceive an experience as harmful; second, they must attribute responsibility; and third, they must make 

a claim against another party or institution. Human rights litigation intensifies this process because claimants must often 

translate diffuse social suffering into recognizable legal categories. Experiences of marginalization, cultural disrespect, 
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institutional silence, or social humiliation may be deeply harmful, but they are not always immediately legible as rights 

violations. The role of lawyers and advocates is therefore partly interpretive: they assist claimants in transforming social injury 

into legal argument. 

Legal consciousness scholarship further clarifies this process by showing how ordinary people understand law in everyday 

life. Ewick and Silbey (1998) argue that law is experienced not only as a formal institution but also as a set of everyday stories, 

expectations, fears, and strategies. People may see law as majestic and authoritative, as a game to be strategically navigated, or 

as a power to be resisted. In human rights litigation, these modes of legal consciousness shape whether individuals believe 

litigation is possible, legitimate, dangerous, honorable, or futile. Cultural narratives may encourage legal claiming when rights 

are associated with dignity and justice, but they may discourage litigation when going to court is associated with shame, social 

exposure, or conflict with family and community expectations. 

The politics of rights also complicates the role of litigation. Scheingold (1974) famously warned against the “myth of rights,” 

the assumption that formal recognition of rights automatically produces social transformation. Later work on legal mobilization 

has shown that litigation can generate political and cultural effects beyond judicial victory or defeat. McCann (1994), for 

example, demonstrates that rights-based legal mobilization may reshape collective identity, public consciousness, and 

movement strategy. Epp (1998) similarly emphasizes that rights revolutions depend not only on courts but also on support 

structures such as lawyers, activists, funding, and organizations. These insights are directly relevant to human rights litigation 

because the meaning of a case may exceed the court’s final decision. Even unsuccessful litigation can produce public narratives 

of injustice, strengthen advocacy networks, or redefine social expectations about state responsibility. 

However, cultural narratives in human rights litigation are ambivalent. On one hand, they can make legal claims more 

accessible, emotionally compelling, and socially legitimate. They can humanize victims, contextualize harm, and connect 

formal rights to everyday moral experience. On the other hand, cultural narratives can also reproduce stereotypes. Courts and 

legal actors may treat culture as static, traditional, irrational, or incompatible with rights. Claimants may feel pressured to 

present themselves as ideal victims whose stories conform to institutional expectations of innocence, suffering, or vulnerability. 

Minow (1990) warns that legal systems often face a “dilemma of difference”: ignoring difference can erase real inequalities, 

while emphasizing difference can reinforce stigma. Human rights litigation faces a similar dilemma when cultural identity must 

be recognized without being reduced to stereotype. 

The problem becomes more complex in societies where legal modernity, religious values, national identity, international 

obligations, and community-based moral norms coexist. In such contexts, human rights litigation requires a delicate 

argumentative balance. Lawyers may need to invoke constitutional principles, international human rights norms, statutory 

provisions, religious or ethical concepts, and culturally familiar notions of dignity and fairness. The same legal claim may need 

to speak simultaneously to judges, state institutions, families, communities, NGOs, and the wider public. Therefore, the success 

of human rights litigation depends not only on doctrinal accuracy but also on narrative competence: the ability to frame rights 

claims in ways that remain legally valid while becoming socially intelligible. 

Despite the importance of this issue, limited empirical research has examined how legal practitioners, advocates, and 

affected individuals describe the role of cultural narratives in human rights litigation in local legal contexts. Much existing 

scholarship focuses either on doctrinal human rights law or on broad theoretical debates about universalism and relativism. 

Less attention has been paid to the everyday narrative work through which legal actors translate cultural experience into rights-

based argument. This study addresses this gap by examining how participants in Tehran understand the relationship between 

cultural narratives, legal argumentation, and social meaning in human rights litigation. Tehran is an especially relevant context 
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because it contains dense networks of legal professionals, civil society actors, universities, courts, and rights-based advocacy 

initiatives, while also reflecting broader tensions between global legal norms and local cultural vocabularies. 

Accordingly, this study asks: How are cultural narratives constructed and used in human rights litigation? How do legal 

actors translate social harm into rights-based legal argument? What tensions arise when universal human rights norms encounter 

local moral and cultural meanings? And how do these narratives shape broader understandings of justice, dignity, and legal 

legitimacy? By answering these questions, the study contributes to socio-legal scholarship, human rights theory, and qualitative 

research on legal practice. It argues that cultural narratives are not peripheral to litigation; rather, they are central to the 

production of legal meaning. Human rights litigation becomes persuasive when it can connect the universal grammar of rights 

with the lived grammar of social experience. 

Methods and Materials 

This study used a qualitative research design based on semi-structured interviews. A qualitative approach was appropriate 

because the aim was not to measure the frequency of litigation outcomes but to understand how participants interpret, construct, 

and mobilize cultural narratives in human rights litigation. The study was informed by socio-legal theory, legal consciousness 

scholarship, and interpretive qualitative methodology. The central focus was on participants’ meanings, experiences, and 

professional interpretations rather than statistical generalization. 

The participants consisted of 24 individuals from Tehran who had direct or indirect experience with human rights litigation, 

rights-based legal advocacy, or socio-legal interpretation of rights claims. The sample included 8 practicing lawyers, 5 legal 

academics, 6 civil society or NGO advocates, and 5 affected individuals or claimants who had experience with rights-related 

legal processes. Participants were selected through purposive sampling because the study required individuals with specific 

knowledge of legal argumentation, human rights claims, and cultural interpretation. Snowball sampling was also used, as 

several participants introduced other information-rich participants. 

The inclusion criteria were: being at least 18 years old; residing or working in Tehran; having professional, academic, 

advocacy-based, or experiential familiarity with human rights litigation; and willingness to participate in a recorded semi-

structured interview. The exclusion criteria were lack of direct relevance to the research topic, unwillingness to provide 

informed consent, or inability to participate in a full interview. 

Theoretical saturation guided the final sample size. Saturation was reached after 21 interviews, when no substantially new 

codes or categories emerged. Three additional interviews were conducted to confirm the stability and completeness of the 

thematic structure. The final sample therefore included 24 participants. 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interview guide was developed based on the study objectives 

and relevant socio-legal literature. Questions explored participants’ understandings of human rights litigation, the role of 

cultural narratives in legal claims, examples of narrative strategies used in court or advocacy, tensions between universal rights 

language and local cultural meanings, and perceptions of how litigation shapes public understandings of justice. 

Sample interview questions included: “How do cultural values or social expectations influence the way human rights claims 

are presented?” “Can you describe a situation in which a legal argument became stronger or weaker because of its cultural 

framing?” “How do lawyers translate personal suffering into legal language?” “What kinds of narratives are most persuasive 

in human rights-related cases?” and “What risks arise when courts interpret human rights claims through cultural assumptions?” 

Interviews were conducted in Persian in a private and confidential setting selected by the participant or through secure online 

communication when necessary. Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 75 minutes. With participants’ permission, 

interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Field notes and reflexive memos were written after each interview 

to document contextual observations, emerging ideas, and analytic reflections. 
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Data were analyzed using thematic analysis following the six-phase approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006): 

familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, 

and producing the final report. NVivo software was used to organize transcripts, manage codes, compare categories, and 

retrieve participant quotations. 

The analysis began with repeated reading of the transcripts to gain familiarity with the data. Initial codes were then generated 

inductively from participants’ words and meanings. Codes included examples such as “rights as dignity,” “family honor,” 

“translation of suffering,” “strategic storytelling,” “fear of public exposure,” “universal law versus local values,” “ideal victim 

narrative,” “courtroom persuasion,” and “social recognition.” These codes were then grouped into broader categories through 

constant comparison across participants and professional groups. The final themes were reviewed in relation to the original 

transcripts to ensure that they accurately reflected the data. 

To strengthen trustworthiness, several strategies were used. Credibility was supported through member checking with 

selected participants, peer discussion of codes, and the use of direct quotations. Dependability was enhanced by maintaining 

an audit trail of coding decisions, analytic memos, and theme development. Confirmability was supported through reflexive 

memo-writing to identify the researcher’s assumptions and interpretive choices. Transferability was addressed by providing 

thick description of the research context, participants, and findings, consistent with qualitative trustworthiness criteria (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). 

Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all participants before the interviews. Participants 

were informed about the purpose of the study, the confidential nature of the data, their right to withdraw at any stage, and the 

use of anonymized quotations in the manuscript. All names and identifying details were removed from the transcripts. 

Participants were identified by codes such as P1, P2, and P3. Audio files and transcripts were stored securely and were 

accessible only to the research team. 

Findings 

A total of 24 participants from Tehran took part in the study. The participants included 13 men and 11 women. In terms of 

age, 5 participants were between 25 and 34 years old, 9 were between 35 and 44 years old, 7 were between 45 and 54 years 

old, and 3 were 55 years old or older. Regarding professional background, 8 participants were practicing lawyers, 5 were legal 

academics, 6 were civil society or NGO advocates, and 5 were affected individuals or claimants with experience of rights-

related legal processes. In terms of educational level, 4 participants held a bachelor’s degree, 11 held a master’s degree, and 9 

held a doctoral or professional legal degree. With regard to experience in human rights-related work, 6 participants had less 

than five years of experience, 10 had between five and ten years of experience, and 8 had more than ten years of experience. 

This demographic composition provided a diverse range of perspectives on the relationship between cultural narratives, legal 

argumentation, and social meaning in human rights litigation. 

The first main category was cultural translation of rights claims. Participants emphasized that human rights language is often 

too abstract to be persuasive unless it is translated into locally meaningful moral and social terms. Lawyers and advocates 

described the process of converting concepts such as dignity, equality, discrimination, and due process into narratives that 

judges, families, institutions, and communities could understand. For example, one lawyer explained, “When I say ‘human 

dignity’ in a petition, it is legally correct, but when I explain how the person’s dignity was broken in front of family or 

workplace, the court understands the injury differently” (P4). Participants suggested that legal argumentation becomes stronger 

when rights are connected to lived experiences of respect, social standing, family responsibility, religious morality, or public 

fairness. A civil society advocate stated, “The language of international rights is important, but people do not live inside 

conventions; they live inside families, neighborhoods, workplaces, and memories” (P11). This theme shows that cultural 
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translation does not necessarily weaken universal rights claims. Rather, it can make them more visible and persuasive by 

connecting formal legal norms to everyday social meanings. 

The second main category concerned the narrative framing of victimhood, dignity, and harm. Participants explained that 

human rights litigation often depends on how the claimant’s suffering is narrated. Legal harm must be presented not only as a 

procedural violation but also as a meaningful injury to dignity, identity, security, or belonging. Several participants noted that 

courts and institutions tend to respond more strongly when legal arguments include a coherent narrative of how the violation 

affected the person’s life. One affected participant said, “At first, I only said that my right was violated. Later, my lawyer asked 

me to explain what changed in my life. Then I understood that the case was not only about a rule; it was about how I was treated 

as a person” (P19). However, participants also identified risks in victim narratives. Some claimants felt pressured to appear 

helpless, morally innocent, or socially respectable in order to be believed. One NGO advocate observed, “Sometimes the system 

wants a perfect victim. If the person is angry, complicated, or socially different, their suffering becomes less believable” (P13). 

This category indicates that narratives of dignity and harm can humanize legal claims, but they may also reproduce narrow 

expectations about who deserves recognition. 

The third main category was the tension between universal human rights norms and local moral vocabularies. Participants 

frequently described human rights litigation as an arena where global legal language meets local moral expectations. Some 

lawyers argued that references to international human rights standards could strengthen a claim by giving it normative authority. 

Others noted that excessive reliance on international terminology could create resistance if courts perceived the claim as 

culturally external or politically sensitive. A legal academic explained, “The challenge is not whether rights are universal or 

local. The challenge is argumentative: how to show that a universal right also has a recognizable moral place inside our own 

legal and cultural language” (P7). Participants therefore described a dual strategy: maintaining the universality of rights while 

presenting them through familiar concepts such as justice, dignity, fairness, responsibility, and protection from humiliation. 

One lawyer stated, “If I present the argument only as an imported norm, it may be rejected. If I show that the same value exists 

in our legal and moral tradition, the argument becomes harder to dismiss” (P2). This category shows that cultural narratives 

can mediate between universal rights and local legitimacy, but they also reveal institutional anxieties about the source and 

meaning of human rights norms. 

The fourth main category was the strategic use of social meaning in legal advocacy. Participants described litigation as part 

of a wider field of social communication. Even when a case was formally addressed to a court, its meaning could extend to 

families, NGOs, media, professional networks, and future claimants. Lawyers and advocates used cultural narratives 

strategically to make claims more persuasive, reduce stigma, mobilize support, and create broader recognition of rights 

violations. One advocate stated, “Sometimes the court decision is not the only result. The case teaches people a new language 

for naming injustice” (P15). Participants also noted that litigation could reshape legal consciousness by showing people that  

certain experiences previously seen as private misfortune could be understood as legal wrongs. One participant explained, 

“Before the case, many people said this is just life, just culture, just family problems. After the case, some began to say: maybe 

this is a violation, maybe it has a legal name” (P21). This category suggests that human rights litigation produces social meaning 

beyond the courtroom. It can change how communities interpret harm, responsibility, and justice, even when legal remedies 

remain limited. 

Discussion 

The present study explored how cultural narratives are constructed, translated, and mobilized in human rights litigation and 

how these narratives shape legal argumentation and social meaning. The findings showed that human rights litigation is not 

merely a technical process of applying legal norms to facts. Rather, it is a culturally embedded practice in which rights claims 
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become persuasive through narrative translation, moral framing, and social recognition. Four main categories were identified: 

cultural translation of rights claims, narrative framing of victimhood and dignity, tension between universal norms and local 

moral vocabularies, and strategic use of social meaning in legal advocacy. Together, these findings suggest that cultural 

narratives operate as a bridge between formal legal doctrine and lived experiences of harm. 

The first finding showed that participants understood cultural translation as essential to effective human rights litigation. 

Abstract legal norms such as dignity, equality, non-discrimination, and procedural fairness became more persuasive when 

connected to local understandings of respect, humiliation, family responsibility, and social standing. This finding is consistent 

with Merry’s argument that international human rights norms become practically meaningful through translation into local 

justice frameworks (Merry, 2006). It also aligns with Levitt and Merry’s concept of vernacularization, which explains how 

global rights ideas are adapted into locally intelligible forms without necessarily abandoning their universal normative content 

(Levitt & Merry, 2009). In the present study, participants did not describe cultural translation as a rejection of human rights 

universalism. Instead, they described it as a necessary argumentative process through which universal norms acquire social 

recognizability. This supports Goodale and Merry’s broader claim that human rights should be studied in practice, where actors 

mobilize rights language differently across local settings (Goodale & Merry, 2007). 

The second finding concerned the narrative framing of victimhood, dignity, and harm. Participants reported that legal claims 

became stronger when they narrated how a rights violation affected a person’s dignity, identity, security, and everyday life.  

This finding supports Cover’s view that law and narrative are inseparable because legal meaning is produced within normative 

worlds shaped by stories of right and wrong (Cover, 1983). It also reflects the socio-legal insight that disputes are constructed 

through processes of naming, blaming, and claiming (Felstiner et al., 1981). In human rights litigation, an injury must first be 

named as a harm, then connected to responsibility, and finally expressed as a legal claim. Participants’ accounts showed that 

this transformation often requires narrative work. However, the findings also revealed a problematic side of victim narratives. 

Some claimants may need to conform to institutional expectations of ideal victimhood in order to be believed. This finding 

corresponds with Minow’s analysis of the dilemma of difference: legal recognition of difference may be necessary, but it can 

also reinforce stereotypes if institutions define which forms of suffering are legitimate (Minow, 1990). Thus, narrative framing 

is both empowering and constraining. 

The third finding highlighted tensions between universal human rights norms and local moral vocabularies. Participants 

emphasized that rights arguments could face resistance when presented as culturally external, politically sensitive, or 

disconnected from local legal traditions. At the same time, they argued that universal rights could gain legitimacy when framed 

through locally familiar concepts of justice, dignity, fairness, and moral responsibility. This finding contributes to debates on 

universalism and cultural relativism by showing that the practical problem is not simply whether rights are universal or local. 

Rather, the problem is how rights are argued, translated, and institutionally received. An-Na’im (1992) argues that cross-

cultural legitimacy is essential for human rights implementation, while Benhabib (2002) emphasizes that cultural claims must 

be negotiated within democratic and rights-respecting frameworks. The present findings support this position by showing that 

participants sought neither pure universalism detached from social context nor cultural relativism that weakens rights 

protection. Instead, they described a hybrid argumentative practice that preserves universal legal commitments while grounding 

them in recognizable moral vocabularies. 

The fourth finding showed that participants understood litigation as a producer of social meaning beyond the courtroom. 

Human rights cases were described as events that could reshape legal consciousness, public understanding, and collective 

language for naming injustice. This finding aligns with legal mobilization scholarship, especially McCann’s argument that 

litigation can influence collective identity and rights consciousness beyond formal judicial outcomes (McCann, 1994). It also 
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supports Epp’s emphasis on support structures for rights enforcement, including lawyers, activists, and organizations that 

enable rights claims to become socially and institutionally effective (Epp, 1998). Participants’ accounts suggested that even 

when litigation does not produce full legal victory, it may still generate new public narratives about dignity, responsibility, and 

injustice. This is consistent with Scheingold’s warning that rights should not be understood only through formal legal success, 

because the politics of rights includes symbolic, mobilizing, and consciousness-raising effects (Scheingold, 1974). 

The findings also deepen legal consciousness theory. Ewick and Silbey (1998) argue that legality is experienced in everyday 

life through ordinary narratives and practices. The present study extends this insight to human rights litigation by showing how 

legal actors actively reshape everyday legal consciousness. Participants described situations in which experiences previously 

viewed as private misfortune, family conflict, social shame, or institutional routine were gradually reinterpreted as legal harms. 

This transformation is central to human rights litigation because many rights violations are normalized before they are 

challenged. When litigation provides a language for naming such experiences, it can alter how people understand themselves 

as rights-bearing subjects. However, the findings also show that legal consciousness is shaped by fear, stigma, and distrust. 

Some individuals may avoid litigation because public claiming can expose them to social judgment. Therefore, litigation can 

empower claimants, but it can also intensify vulnerability if cultural narratives are not handled carefully. 

Another important implication of the findings concerns legal argumentation. In doctrinal legal analysis, persuasive argument 

often depends on legal authority, precedent, statutory interpretation, and evidentiary reasoning. The present study suggests that 

in human rights litigation, persuasive argument also depends on narrative coherence and cultural intelligibility. Lawyers must 

connect legal norms to concrete experiences in ways that courts can recognize as legally relevant and communities can 

recognize as morally meaningful. This does not mean that legal argument should be reduced to emotion or cultural appeal. 

Rather, it means that rights-based argumentation requires integration of doctrinal reasoning with narrative interpretation. As 

Sarat and Felstiner (1995) show in their work on lawyer-client interactions, legal professionals do not merely process disputes; 

they shape clients’ understandings of what the dispute means. In the present study, lawyers and advocates played a similar role 

by helping claimants transform lived injuries into legally structured narratives. 

The findings further indicate that cultural narratives can both challenge and reproduce power. When used critically, cultural 

narratives can expose hidden forms of harm, contest institutional indifference, and make marginalized experiences visible. 

However, when used uncritically, they can reinforce dominant assumptions about gender, family, morality, vulnerability, and 

social respectability. This dual function reflects broader socio-legal concerns about rights discourse. Baxi (2008) argues that 

human rights must remain attentive to the struggles of people and communities affected by domination, rather than becoming 

a purely institutional language. The present study supports this view by showing that cultural narratives are most effective when 

they emerge from claimants’ lived experiences rather than being imposed by legal professionals or institutions. Human rights 

litigation should therefore avoid using culture as a fixed explanatory category. Culture should be treated as dynamic, contested, 

and internally diverse. 

Overall, the study demonstrates that cultural narratives are constitutive of human rights litigation. They shape how harms 

are recognized, how legal arguments are framed, how universal norms are localized, and how litigation produces broader social 

meaning. The findings support a socio-legal understanding of litigation as both a legal and cultural practice. Human rights 

litigation does not simply enforce rights after violations occur; it participates in defining what counts as harm, who is recognized 

as a rights-bearing subject, and what justice means within a given social context. This insight has practical importance for 

lawyers, judges, NGOs, and policymakers. Rights-based legal advocacy should not rely solely on formal legal language, nor 

should it instrumentalize culture in ways that reinforce stereotypes. Instead, it should develop culturally sensitive, claimant-

centered, and doctrinally rigorous narrative strategies that connect universal rights to local moral worlds. 
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This study has several limitations. First, the sample was limited to 24 participants in Tehran, which may restrict the 

transferability of the findings to other cities, rural communities, or legal systems. Second, the study relied on semi-structured 

interviews, meaning that the findings reflect participants’ perceptions and interpretations rather than direct observation of 

courtroom proceedings or legal documents. Third, because human rights litigation can involve sensitive legal and political 

issues, some participants may have avoided discussing certain experiences in detail. Fourth, the diversity of participant roles 

strengthened the study but also created variation in the depth and type of legal experience represented in the data. Finally, as 

with all qualitative research, the researcher’s interpretive role may have influenced coding and theme development despite the 

use of reflexive and trustworthiness strategies. 

Future research should examine cultural narratives in human rights litigation across different cities, legal institutions, and 

social groups to compare how narrative strategies vary by context. Studies could also use courtroom observation, legal 

document analysis, or case-study methods to examine how cultural narratives appear in petitions, judgments, expert reports, 

and advocacy materials. Comparative research between domestic courts, quasi-judicial bodies, and international human rights 

mechanisms would also be valuable. Future studies may explore how gender, class, ethnicity, migration status, disability, or 

religious identity affects the credibility of rights narratives. Longitudinal research could further examine whether litigation 

changes public understanding of rights over time, especially in cases that receive media or civil society attention. 

Legal practitioners and human rights advocates should develop narrative strategies that connect formal legal claims to the 

lived meanings of dignity, harm, and justice without reducing claimants to stereotypes. Lawyers should work collaboratively 

with claimants to ensure that their stories are represented accurately, respectfully, and strategically. Training programs for 

lawyers, judges, and NGO workers should include cultural competence, trauma-informed interviewing, and socio-legal 

approaches to narrative argumentation. Legal advocacy organizations should also document how rights claims are socially 

understood by affected communities before framing litigation strategies. Courts and legal institutions should be attentive to the 

difference between culturally informed interpretation and cultural stereotyping. Human rights litigation is most effective when 

it preserves the universality of rights while making those rights meaningful in the language of people’s lived realities. 

Conclusion 

This study examined the role of cultural narratives in human rights litigation, focusing on how legal argumentation and 

social meaning are shaped through narrative practices. The findings showed that human rights claims become persuasive not 

only through legal doctrine but also through cultural translation, narrative framing, moral vocabulary, and social recognition. 

Participants described litigation as a process in which abstract rights are connected to concrete experiences of dignity, harm, 

humiliation, fairness, and responsibility. Cultural narratives helped make legal claims intelligible and compelling, but they also 

created risks when courts or advocates relied on stereotypical assumptions about culture, victimhood, or social respectability. 

The study contributes to socio-legal and human rights scholarship by showing that cultural narratives are not external to 

litigation; they are central to how rights are named, argued, and understood. Human rights litigation should therefore be 

approached as both a legal and cultural practice. Effective rights advocacy requires doctrinal precision, but it also requires 

sensitivity to the social worlds in which claimants live and in which legal decisions acquire meaning. By integrating universal 

human rights norms with locally meaningful narratives of dignity and justice, litigation can become not only a mechanism of 

legal remedy but also a means of transforming legal consciousness and social recognition. 
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