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Abstract: This article examines the contested integration of disability rights within
the human rights city framework of Wonosobo, Indonesia, through the conceptual lens
of “overlooked-ness.” By engaging with scholarship on urban politics of human rights and
vernacularisation processes, the study highlights how small Global South cities adapt and
reinterpret international human rights norms amidst institutional and socio-economic limita-
tions. Wonosobo—a peripheral, agrarian municipality—has positioned itself as a pioneer of
human rights localisation, despite limited resources and low economic performance. Draw-
ing on the case of persons with disabilities (PWD), the research investigates how rights
are negotiated across institutional boundaries, between top-down branding initiatives and
grassroots-led advocacy. The analysis reveals the fragmented yet dynamic role of local ac-
tors, including government agencies, civil society organisations, and educational institutions,
in shaping inclusive governance practices. While Wonosobo has received national and inter-
national recognition as a human rights city, this status contrasts with the limited integration
of PWD rights in practice. The study argues that “overlooked-ness” not only describes the
peripheral positioning of certain cities in global discourses but also serves as a heuristic for
understanding the power asymmetries embedded in the localisation of human rights. By
foregrounding the case of Wonosobo, this article contributes to decentring Global North-
centric models of human rights cities and offers new insights into how marginalised cities
and populations co-produce alternative imaginaries of inclusive urban governance
Keywords: disability rights, human rights city, overlooked-ness, right to the city, person
with disability

Introduction
Determining whose interests human rights struggles serve across global cities is complex, given the political
dimensions of the human rights regime. The interplay between human rights imaginaries and the practical
realisation of the right to the city underscores tensions between national and local governments (Friendly,
2013; Gilbert & Dikeç, 2008; Purcell, 2002). Political membership, often defined at either national
or urban scale, shapes how human rights are exercised. In response, some cities organically declare
themselves "human rights cities" to uphold rights that national governments may overlook (Soohoo, 2016).
This phenomenon also reflects challenges in aligning human rights advocacy with its institutionalisation
at the national level (Grigolo, 2019).

Despite growing literature on human rights cities (Grigolo, 2019; Nijman et al., 2022; Oomen, 2016),
the term “human rights” may appear overly idealistic or even politically sensitive, even in Global North
cities (Oomen, 2016). Establishing a City Charter of Human Rights is a lengthy process, influenced by
epistemic communities advocating for human rights and the political commitment to broader participa-
tion (Merry, 2006; Salah Fahmi, 2009). Research on human rights cities remains primarily focused on
the Global North, leaving limited representation of Global South cities despite the intricate relationship
between urban development and human rights implementation in these contexts (see Parnell & Pieterse,
2010; Purcell, 2007). The manifestation of human rights regimes at the urban level can be understood

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9401-1821


2

through the mobility of human rights policies across cities—what Bunnell (2015) refers to as urban inter-
referencing effects. However, human rights cities evolve as spaces committed to ensuring equal rights for
all—producing "prototype cities" or "imagined antecedent cities" through replication, where the contex-
tualised dynamic in human rights cities adoption needs to be understood. To challenge the prevailing
Global North-centric discourse—where human rights struggles have a more extended institutional history
(Grigolo, 2019; Oomen, 2016)—examining Global South cities provides an opportunity to understand how
human rights cities transfer, mutate, and localise in new forms, a process known as human rights ver-
nacularisation (Merry et al., 2010; Soon & Yi, 2023) that might hopefully create a reciprocal discourse
of human rights city (see Snyder, 2025).

Understanding this process, particularly in small and intermediate cities, requires adopting a per-
spective of “overlooked-ness” (Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021). This concept helps capture
the lived realities of cities that are underrepresented in human rights city literature while fostering com-
parative analysis (see also Bunnell, 2015; Robinson, 2005). Applying “overlooked-ness” to human rights
city research involves examining power dynamics—who holds power, where it originates, and how it is
reproduced (Nugraha et al., 2023). Additionally, the production of human rights city imaginaries in over-
looked cities should be understood as a contested process shaped by grassroots movements and epistemic
communities operating through urban networks and personal connections, which in turn might lead to the
different yet parallel urban inter-referencing practices done by municipal government and the grassroots
actors (see also Anindito & Amjad, 2022; Karman et al., 2022).

To illustrate the use of “overlooked-ness” in analysing human rights cities, this study investigates the
contestation of mainstreaming the rights of persons with disabilities (PWD) within the multi “overlooked-
ness” of a human rights city in the Global South. The case study focuses on Wonosobo, a small city in
Indonesia, and analyses how PWD rights are integrated into human rights city implementation and their
broader contribution to human rights governance. Wonosobo is an important case for several reasons.
First, it is a small peripheral city in Indonesia, contrasting with widely studied Global North cities such
as New York, San Francisco, Montréal, and Barcelona (Davis, 2018; Grigolo, 2019; van den Berg, 2016),
as well as larger Indonesian cities like Bandung (Karman et al., 2023). As a typical Indonesian small city,
Wonosobo has a low economic performance, relying mainly on agriculture and extractive industries, and
is one of the poorest municipalities in Central Java Province (Anindito & Amjad, 2022). Despite these
challenges, the Wonosobo Regency Government has adopted human rights city branding at both national
and international levels, positioning itself as a pioneer and best practice model in Indonesia—referred
to as the “Wonosobo Model” (Komnas, 2018; Masitoh, 2023; Zuhroh, 2020). Furthermore, Wonosobo
was among 21 municipalities and regencies in Central Java province who received the Human Rights
City Award from the Ministry of Law and Human Rights, apart from being acknowledged—along with
Seberang Perai of Malaysia—by World Human Rights City Forum (WHRCF) to be successful models of
human rights city (Khusen, 2016).

This success, however, contrasts with the relatively limited discourse on Wonosobo as a human rights
city—locally termed Wonosobo Ramah Hak Asasi Manusia (Wonosobo Ramah HAM ). The city’s human
rights agenda primarily focuses on five areas: senior citizens, mothers, children, PWD, and environmen-
tal protection (Anindito & Amjad, 2022). This study focuses specifically on the position of PWD to
illustrate how human rights cities can become localised within specific sectors representing marginalised
populations. Notably, Wonosobo’s education policies strongly emphasise PWD’s rights, with municipal
government and private education providers actively supporting inclusive education, despite the viola-
tions of disability policies in Indonesia (Marutama et al., 2023). The human rights city framework in
Wonosobo is thus an assemblage of government and civil society actors, including PWD representatives.
Examining the contested understandings of human rights in Wonosobo through the tensions between top-
down branding initiatives and grassroots advocacy—an interplay of multi-actor assemblages shaping the
city’s identity—will be beneficial in understanding the everyday urban practice of international human
rights regime (Pierce et al., 2016).

The following sections include a literature review summarising ongoing academic discussions on the
right to the city and human rights city, PWD rights within human rights cities, and the application of
the “overlooked-ness” concept to understand human rights city. The Methodology section follows, leading
to the Results and Discussion, which explore the power relations in human rights city imaginaries, the
translation process of PWD rights into local governance in a small city context, and the interplay between
top-down and bottom-up approaches in shaping human rights cities. The study concludes with a reflection
on the “overlooked-ness” concept and its implications for future research.
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Positioning PWD within a human rights city: The difficulty of
avoiding being overlooked

The right to the city and human rights city
Within the contemporary global network of cities, the rise of human rights governance and the pursuit of
Henri Lefebvre’s Le droit à la ville (1968), or the right to the city, exemplify the multiscale diffusion of
normative frameworks (see also Aalbers & Gibb, 2014; Purcell, 2006). At the global level, human rights
emerged from civil rights struggles in the United States, particularly in the context of Black Americans’
fight for equal political rights (Grigolo, 2019). Over time, these struggles amalgamated into a global
human rights regime, compelling nation-states to align with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
and other international conventions. At the urban scale, the right to the city has functioned as a catalyst
for spatial contestations, resisting the neoliberal urban agenda that prioritises market-driven development
over social justice (Harvey, 2012). However, spatial politics are inherently contentious, as multiple actors
engage in competing struggles over urban space (Purcell, 2002), as exemplified in movements advocating
for the rights of persons with disabilities (Batavia & Schriner, 2001; Kempin Reuter, 2019; Priestley
et al., 2016). The differentiation between aspirational and everyday practice of the right to city might be
emphasised by the formal and informal mechanisms underlying urban life (Priestley et al., 2016).

A human rights city is an urban jurisdiction governed by human rights principles (Grigolo, 2019;
Oomen & Baumgärtel, 2018), where the institutionalisation of human rights—including the right to the
city—is often more viable than at the national level. Beyond facilitating knowledge transfer among cities,
human rights cities might also mediate interactions between different levels of government within a nation.
As human rights cities integrate international human rights norms into urban policy frameworks (Oomen,
2016), their designation places municipalities on the global stage, reinforced by both municipal authorities
and civil society actors to ensure compliance with international human rights standards (Buerger, 2016;
Davis, 2018; van den Berg, 2016). While transnational initiatives exemplify these efforts (see García
Chueca, 2016, for the European experience in Barcelona), specific cases in the United States reveal
the role of designated human rights city coordinators who function as repositories of data and strategic
resources (Davis, 2018). This interconnectedness among human rights cities, whether through cross-scalar
knowledge exchange or policy replication, illustrates the phenomenon of "antecedent cities," wherein cities
are positioned along an imagined trajectory toward becoming the "ideal" human rights city (Soohoo, 2016;
also see Bunnell, 2015; Phelps et al., 2014). This notion is particularly salient, as antecedent cities play
a pivotal role in embedding moral imperatives within urban policymaking—an approach conceptualised
as "moral urbanism"—constituting the ethical foundation of the human rights city (Darling, 2016).
Furthermore, this perspective holds implications for national governments, as bottom-up approaches are
increasingly recognised as complementary to top-down governance in implementing human rights cities
and identifying key enablers for their success (see Anindito & Amjad, 2022; Pestova, 2016).

Conversely, top-down approaches have also facilitated the replication of human rights cities, particu-
larly within neoliberal governance frameworks where cities are selectively positioned as viable candidates
for human rights city status. The localisation—or vernacularisation—of human rights norms necessitates
not only political commitment but also robust legal frameworks to sustain human rights regimes, with
top-down mechanisms often proving effective in implementing such frameworks within multilevel gover-
nance structures (see Frate, 2016; Starl, 2016). However, empirical evidence suggests that national-level
policies remain insufficient in fully institutionalising human rights at the municipal scale. One primary
challenge is framing human rights (see Oomen, 2016). In Indonesia, for instance, national policy man-
dates municipal governments to uphold specific rights—such as the right to healthcare, education, decent
work, and legal identity—but does not extend to a comprehensive human rights agenda in urban gover-
nance (Karman et al., 2023). Fiscal constraints and deeply embedded socio-cultural traditions further
complicate the translation of human rights principles into municipal policymaking (Boulos & Barbera,
2023; Grigolo, 2016; Turok & Scheba, 2019), as evidenced in the case of Wonosobo (Anindito & Amjad,
2022). Additional challenges arise from conflicting interests and institutional frictions among local actors,
including intra-governmental tensions and misalignments between municipal authorities and civil society
organisations (Karman et al., 2023; also see Anindito et al., 2022; Karman et al., 2022, for the multilevel
governance challenges in deliberative policy making process in Bandung). These tensions may foster
scepticism towards civil society organisations, despite their critical role in ensuring the accountability of
human rights city initiatives (Karman et al., 2023; Soon & Yi, 2023). Addressing these structural limita-
tions necessitates sustained political commitment, particularly through regular reinforcement of human
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rights principles among municipal officials, civil society actors, and the public—ensuring the longevity
and effectiveness of human rights city governance (Frate, 2016).

The struggles for the rights of PWD
Historically, the rights of PWD could have been seen from different lenses (see Ballard, 1997). The first
lens is the medical model of disabilities, which defines disabilities as individual impairment that obstructs
individuals from doing their daily activities; thus, it is a medical condition that needs to be treated first
before the person can fully engage with society (Marutama et al., 2023). As time progressed, the social
model of disabilities was developed, which deems the social construct and external factors as limiting
the capacity of PWD (ibid.). Regarding the inherent flaws of both models—seeing PWD as a medical
condition for the medical model and finger-pointing social constructs for the latter, successful advocacy
of civil society organisations in the United States of America contributes to the birth of human rights
model of disability (ibid.), which signify the equal human rights between PWD and those who are not.

Although the implementation of human rights for PWD and how they are integrated in the Indonesian
policymaking are progressing, they are still limited, as several evidence insinuate that PWD are segregated
from those non-disabled citizens (see Maryanti et al., 2021). This situation stemmed from the Dutch
colonial era, where later a Special School (Sekolah Luar Biasa) for the PWD was established during the
Soeharto administration (Marutama et al., 2023). This special school—equal to elementary and high
school—is even further categorised into several types: school for people with visual impairment, deaf
people, people with mobility impairment, and people with emotional and behavioural disorder, among
others (Maryanti et al., 2021); providing an entry point for school-aged persons to think that PWD
needs a specific treatment to join the society, if not a medical fix. Another evidence of segregation is
the enactment of the Handicapped Act in 1997, whose legal intent leans towards the medical model
of disability (Marutama et al., 2023). This situation is somehow exacerbated by only the ministerial
regulations and circulars related to the rights of PWD being made, which arguably does not suffice for
a strong legal foundation for the overall implementation process. However, gradual transformations are
being made in the nation, including the substantial growth of special education (Maryanti et al., 2021)
and tailoring the needs of PWD in other aspects of physical urban development. To summarise, it is far
from engaging PWD actively in daily life, as they have limited education and employment in the short
term and political process of decision making in the long term (Kempin Reuter, 2019).

Various efforts seek not only to define the rights of PWD within the framework of the right to
the city, but also to create spaces where they can actively contribute to policymaking. At the same
time, although PWD participation can be understood along a spectrum (see Arnstein, 1969, on the
Ladder of Participation; Fung, 2006, on the Democratic Cube), scholars have raised concerns about the
persistent inadequacy of their representation (Hammel et al., 2008; see also Rowe & Frewer, 2000, on
public participation evaluation). This debate aligns with the concept of political citizenship, as PWD
generally exhibit lower levels of political engagement than their non-disabled counterparts, although there
is no best practice yet as it is to be investigated (Guldvik et al., 2013; Hammel et al., 2008; Milner &
Kelly, 2009; Morgan, 2023; Priestley et al., 2016). However, distinctions should be made between social
participation and substantive political engagement—where the latter entails involvement in political
parties, organisations (Guldvik et al., 2013), or even political discourse (Milner & Kelly, 2009). Issues of
representation are also closely linked to PWD’s position in the labour market and their access to social
recognition, respect, and prestige (Guldvik et al., 2013). As they continue to be perceived as having lower
status than their non-disabled peers (Hammel et al., 2008; Morgan, 2023; Opini, 2010; Priestley et al.,
2016), their ability to participate meaningfully in public decision-making remains constrained.

The rights of PWD, nevertheless, are important in the discourse of human rights city. Many practices
in the Global North countries have exemplified the construction of disabled-friendly infrastructure and
public facilities and the inclusion of PWD in specific commercial sectors, all thanks to the advocacy
of interest groups and civil society organisations (see van den Berg, 2016). Nonetheless, in the Global
South countries, the juxtaposition of urban developments based on the rights of PWD may be contrasting.
Despite the relatively high economic progress in several cities (Davis, 2018; Soohoo, 2016), many consider
that urban development does not necessarily lean on the rights of PWD. For example, there have been
many notions that seemingly put half-heartedly into infrastructures such as human rights parks (see
Farkhana & Rahdriawan, 2018), where it merely represents several disability-friendly park furniture, i.e.,
wheelchair ramps (Anindito & Amjad, 2022). Others may argue that the tactile path on the pedestrian is
not accommodating the needs of those who are visually impaired, particularly due to the low fiscal capacity
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of the local government to provide an up-to-standard pedestrian way in the first place (see Davis, 2018;
Kempin Reuter, 2019; Marutama et al., 2023). Furthermore, looking at people with neurodiversity who
receive variously intense stimuli from urban environments, Vanolo (2023) also emphasises the importance
of urban design as a trenchant weapon in creating a sensory-friendly city for them. Overall, providing the
means by which PWD can decide what is best for themselves will signify a more practical manifestation
of human rights city; particularly enabling them in policymaking (Kempin Reuter, 2019; Priestley et al.,
2016).

The concept of “overlooked-ness” in understanding human rights city
The concept of "overlooked-ness" (Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021) is essential for critically
examining the human rights city framework as a paradigm in urban development. This lens enables a
deeper analysis of the power relations that shape human rights cities, the epistemic processes underpinning
their knowledge production, and the role of grassroots urbanism in shaping their discourse—considering
the historical yet collective struggles of activists and policymakers in manifesting human rights principles
(Grigolo, 2019; also see Calzada et al., 2023; Purcell, 2013). First, by understanding the power relations
within human rights city imaginaries, the inclusion of diverse urban populations, particularly persons
with disabilities (PWD), can be directed to challenge the dominance of capitalist urban production, which
manifests in contemporary urban paradigms such as smart cities (see Hollands, 2008). However, before
the participation of PWD can be rendered impactful, it is essential to investigate the power structures
shaping human rights cities. This effort requires identifying key actors whose power and interests define
the conceptualisation of the human rights city (see Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021) as
research on the inclusion of PWD in urban policymaking remains nascent (see Kempin Reuter, 2019;
Vanolo, 2023)—further empirical evidence are necessary before comparative analyses of power relations
among human rights cities can be effectively conducted.

Second, the knowledge production processes that inform the design of human rights cities require
critical analysis (see Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021). The long-term sustainability of the
human rights city imaginary depends on its alignment with broader urban development frameworks
(Parnell & Pieterse, 2010; Sabchev, 2023). Institutionalising human rights through urban policies and
legal mechanisms—beyond merely establishing a Human Rights City Commission—ensures the practical
realisation of this vision (Boulos & Barbera, 2023; Bris & Weill, 2024; Can, 2023). Furthermore, despite
the realities of formal and informal planning processes (Sorensen & Sagaris, 2010), one could argue
for structured mechanisms for monitoring and evaluation in human rights cities, encouraging inclusive
citizen participation in policymaking processes (Ballard, 1997). As the designation of a human rights city
risks becoming symbolic rather than an enduring collective endeavour to uphold equal rights in urban
context, formalising knowledge production through institutional mechanisms while cultivating the agency
of grassroots organisations is vital for sustaining this vision (Friendly, 2013; Merry et al., 2010).

Finally, “overlooked-ness” serves as a crucial analytical tool in assessing the transfer of best practices in
human rights cities (see also Bunnell, 2015; Phelps et al., 2014), illustrating how urban inter-referencing
not only acknowledges the influence of antecedent cities but also enables the adaptation of international
human rights regimes to local contexts, and vice versa (Karman et al., 2023). Additionally, networks of
epistemic communities within and across cities can illuminate bottom-up strategies that complement top-
down interventions in human rights city development (Anindito & Amjad, 2022; Oomen & Baumgärtel,
2018). This premise underscores the role of smaller cities in knowledge production and their engagement
with national-scale human rights city initiatives (see Wesely et al., 2020). Such an approach supports the
argument that the right to the city must also encompass the right to define urban identity—whether by
branding a city as human rights-oriented or enabling marginalised groups, including PWD, to advocate
for recognition within policymaking processes (Vanolo, 2017).

Methodology
This study employed a qualitative approach. Data were collected using multiple methods. In-depth
interviews were conducted with eight respondents (see Table 1), selected through snowball sampling.
To ensure the trustworthiness of this qualitative research, the study adhered to the criteria of cred-
ibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Ahmed, 2024). To establish credibility, the
researcher contextualised the study within the pre- and post-activity periods of the Wonosobo Local
Human Rights Commission (LHRC). The researcher’s positionality as a native of Wonosobo provided
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foundational knowledge of the local context and municipal government structures. To minimise personal
bias, data triangulation was applied by incorporating multiple data sources, including interviews with
government officials, LHRC members (who also serve as leaders of civil society organisations), a teacher
from a special education school, and two alumni of the school with disabilities (see Table 1).

Table 1. List of respondents.

Respondent Gender Affiliation(s) Interview Date

A Female Wonosobo Regency officer 25 January 2021
B Male Wonosobo Regency officer 9 April 2021
C Female Local Human Rights Commissioner of Wonosobo Re-

gency; Vice Chairperson of Ikatan Disabilitas Wonosobo or
Wonosobo Disability League

20 May 2023

D Female Local Human Rights Commissioner of Wonosobo Regency;
Coordinator of Paguyuban Pegiat Lingkungan Asri (Papelink)
Wonosobo

23 May 2023

E Male Teacher at Sekolah Luar Biasa (Special School) Dena Up-
akara Wonosobo

30 July 2023

F Female Alumna of Sekolah Luar Biasa (Special School) Dena Up-
akara Wonosobo

3 August 2023

G Female Alumna of Sekolah Luar Biasa (Special School) Dena Up-
akara Wonosobo

3 August 2023

H Female Wonosobo Regency officer 4 August 2023

Transferability criterion was confirmed through in-depth interviews to gather comprehensive under-
standing. The interview topics for government officers and LHRC members (Respondents A–D, H)
focused on establishing the LHRC, its activities before and after its dormancy, and its relationships with
government offices and civil society organisations. Similar topics were tailored for Respondents E–G,
with additional questions addressing the state of special education in Wonosobo and the current liveli-
hoods of alumni from the special school. Interviews with Mayor Afif Nurhidayat as the current Mayor of
Wonosobo Municipality and two additional LHRC members were planned but ultimately cancelled due to
scheduling conflicts. Additional insights were obtained from notes taken during a focus group discussion
(FGD) organised by Lembaga Bantuan Hukum (LBH) Masyarakat on 14 April 2021. This FGD facilitated
knowledge exchange between Wonosobo and Bandung municipalities regarding implementing the Human
Rights City initiative. The discussion highlighted contrasting approaches: a top-down model in Bandung
and a bottom-up model in Wonosobo. Furthermore, a desk study was conducted by reviewing official
documents, including presentation slides, reports, and local regulations about Wonosobo’s Human Rights
City status, alongside relevant official statistics. For the dependability criterion, the interview questions
were made consistent across respondents, and equivalent wording was used to verify the stability of re-
sponses. The collected data were analysed using content analysis and descriptive qualitative methods.
Interview notes were interpreted, systematically coded, and grouped into categories that informed the
study’s findings. These findings were then synthesised in the results and discussion sections to address the
overarching research question. Finally, to meet the confirmability criterion, the analytical outcomes were
reflected against existing literature and presented at a scholarly conference focused on “overlookedness”
(see Acknowledgement section).

The “overlooked-ness” of PWD within an overlooked human rights
city

Power relations within Wonosobo Human Rights City: Contestations of col-
laborators
This section focuses on the power relations in the making of Wonosobo Human Rights City (see Nugraha
et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021), where such imaginary emerges through a dual trajectory, both
institutionally driven and locally situated. From a top-down perspective, the initiative aligns with the
national human rights agenda as articulated by Kementerian Hukum dan Hak Asasi Manusia (Ministry
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of Law and Human Rights), which institutionalised Rencana Aksi Nasional Hak Asasi Manusia (Human
Rights National Action Plan) and Ministerial Regulation of Law and Human Rights 25/2013 outlining the
criteria for Human Rights Municipalities. Within this framework, Wonosobo was among 21 municipalities
and regencies in Central Java recognised with the Human Rights City Award (Khusen, 2016; Mulia, 2021).
However, beyond the national recognition, Wonosobo—alongside Seberang Perai in Malaysia—achieved
international validation from the World Human Rights City Forum (WHRCF) as a paradigmatic case of
local human rights implementation. This global acknowledgment served as a catalyst for the establishment
of Festival Ramah HAM (Human Rights Festival) in 2015, positioning Wonosobo as a vanguard in the
vernacularisation of human rights norms within the Indonesian urban governance landscape (Anindito &
Amjad, 2022).

Concurrently, the materialisation of the human rights city framework in Wonosobo was intrinsically
linked to the imperative of addressing entrenched socio-economic vulnerabilities. By 2014, the munici-
pality exhibited structural predispositions conducive to human rights governance, including a history of
religious tolerance—particularly as a site of Ahmadiyya presence despite broader patterns of persecu-
tion—an absence of sectarian and racial conflicts, and an emergent ecological stewardship ethos (Khusen,
2016). Moreover, SLB Dena Upakara, a Catholic-affiliated special needs institution specialising in edu-
cation for children with speech impairments, underscored Wonosobo’s latent capacity for human rights
city. These endogenous attributes provided the institutional capital necessary for the municipality to
embed human rights principles through formalised mechanisms of governance and policy intervention,
apart from the resources, supporting data, and the knowledge of mainstreaming human rights to ev-
eryday government practices (Boulos & Barbera, 2023). The declaration of Wonosobo Ramah HAM by
former Mayor Abdul Kholiq Arif at the 2014 WHRCF in Gwangju, South Korea, signified the official
commitment to operationalising human rights as a governing ethos, further highlighting the pivotal role
of mayoral leadership in city-level human rights institutionalisation (Anindito & Amjad, 2022; Ward,
2016). Nevertheless, this commitment also represents an informal planning process (Friendly, 2013),
particularly as human rights city is not ubiquitous in Indonesian planning literature (Anindito & Amjad,
2022)—suggesting that Wonosobo human rights city is differential from political commitment itself (see
also Bris & Weill, 2024; Starl, 2016).

Following this commitment, regulatory instruments were enacted to establish human rights governance
within Wonosobo’s municipal framework. The promulgation of Local Regulation 5/ 2016 on Wonosobo
as a Human Rights City was complemented by the issuance of Mayor Regulation 30/2017, establishing
Rencana Aksi Daerah Kabupaten Wonosobo Ramah HAM (RADHAM) 2017–2021 (Wonosobo Human
Rights City Local Action Plan, 2017–2021). Institutional safeguards were introduced, including form-
ing the Local Human Rights Committee (LHRC) and the Wonosobo Human Rights City Desk, each
serving distinct governance functions. While the LHRC—comprising municipal officials and civil society
representatives—was tasked with overseeing RADHAM implementation, policy synchronisation with the
national human rights agenda (Rencana Aksi Nasional Hak Asasi Manusia/RANHAM ), and advisory
functions, the Human Rights City Desk, positioned within the Municipal Secretariat, was mandated with
executive-level coordination. However, by 2023, the LHRC had become functionally dormant due to the
absence of a renewed mayoral decree1, leading to the de facto dissolution of its operational structure.
Former members resumed individual advocacy initiatives, such as disability rights activism under Ikatan
Disabilitas Wonosobo (Wonosobo Disability League) and Himpunan Wanita Disabilitas Indonesia (Dis-
abled Women Union Indonesia). In contrast, others engaged in environmental activism through civic
engagement in public space maintenance. Meanwhile, key personnel from the Human Rights City Desk
were reassigned to new bureaucratic roles (Anindito & Amjad, 2022), reflecting a broader institutional
inactivity in sustaining the governance infrastructure for human rights city implementation.

Referring back to the “overlooked-ness” concept (Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021), the
building of Wonosobo human rights city imaginaries is dominated by government initiatives. This finding
is evident because the agenda building, i.e., the five nexuses of Wonosobo human rights city, is entirely
based on the development agenda of poverty eradication (Anindito & Amjad, 2022; Mulia, 2021). As
urban impoverishment is present in both Global North and Global South cities (Brown, 2013; Parnell &

1During the study, the current term of Mayor Afif Nurhidayat only spans 3 years, from 2021 until 2024. This situation
follows the national policy of Simultaneous Local Executive Election (Pemilihan Umum Kepala Daerah/Pilkada Serentak) in
2024 that will elect the President, Governors (provincial level), and Mayors (local level). However, Mayor Nurhidayat—who
was also the Head of the Local House of Representatives during the declaration of Wonosobo Human Rights City—cannot
be interviewed, thus supporting our arguments.
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Pieterse, 2010; Turok & Scheba, 2019), this issue further prompted Wonosobo Municipality to declare the
regency as a human rights city—gaining international tractions through such a city branding initiative
(Anindito & Amjad, 2022; Khusen, 2016; Mulia, 2021). Despite the limitations of human rights nexuses
in Wonosobo that focus more on individual rights (see Parnell & Pieterse, 2010), nevertheless, the repre-
sentations of PWD in LHRC moderate the government-dominated human rights city discourse. Here, the
right to the branding (see Vanolo, 2017) is exercised through two channels: the existence of nationally
influential special education institutions and disability rights activism led by PWD representations them-
selves (see Soon & Yi, 2023). Despite the dormancy of LHRC in Wonosobo nowadays, it implies that
the importance of human rights cities is not in its institutionalisation, but instead whether the discourses
and struggles regarding the right to the city are still there—in this case they are led by the activists and
CSOs focusing on different rights that lead to the right to the city (Kuymulu, 2013; Masuda & Bookman,
2018; Mayer, 2011; Merry et al., 2010; Weinstein & Ren, 2009), particularly the rights of those with
disabilities (Priestley et al., 2016). All in all, this top-down and organic city branding regarding human
rights city (see Anindito & Amjad, 2022) portrays the contestations between the international regime of
human rights and its vernacularisation to urban context through the selective approach in approaching
human rights emblematic to Wonosobo Human Rights City, which is partial to the “overlooked-ness” of
Wonosobo as a Global South periphery city.

Mainstreaming the rights of PWD: Curbs on circumstances
This section focuses on producing human rights city imaginaries in the overlooked city of Wonosobo as
a contested space (see Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021). Following the termination of the
LHRC’s tenure, the rights of persons with disabilities (PWD) remain insufficiently addressed. During
their term, Respondent C undertook several initiatives to enhance the accessibility of public spaces.
Under LHRC’s oversight, technical assessments were conducted to evaluate and improve accessibility,
resulting in the construction of ramps, tactile paths on pedestrian walkways, and queue displays in
government offices. However, recommendations advanced by Respondents F and G—both affiliated with
Gerakan Tuna Rungu Indonesia Wonosobo (Indonesian Deaf People Movement, Wonosobo Chapter)—to
install notification bells in public transport systems to assist deaf passengers have yet to be implemented
despite consistent advocacy efforts since 2018. Consequently, while some infrastructural modifications
have improved access for individuals with visual and mobility impairments, accommodations for the deaf
community remain neglected.

In the domain of education, Respondent E highlighted that government initiatives have aimed at fos-
tering inclusive schooling in Wonosobo, thereby integrating PWD into mainstream educational settings.
Since the late 1990s, inclusive education has been institutionalised in SMP Bhakti Mulia, a private junior
high school, and SMA 1 Mojotengah, a public senior high school. However, gaps persist in providing
special education at the elementary and junior high school levels, which fall under municipal jurisdiction.
To address this, the Wonosobo Education Office established the Unit Layanan Disabilitas (Disability
Services Unit) in 2022, tasked with monitoring and resource allocation for PWD in primary and sec-
ondary education. Despite the absence of a comprehensive legal framework and constrained municipal
funding, this unit facilitates teacher training in special education principles, coordinates psychological
assessments, and promotes curriculum adjustments tailored to PWD needs. Additionally, it tracks ed-
ucational outcomes, though the planned monitoring and evaluation mechanisms remain inoperative due
to delays in legal formalisation.

The municipal government’s advancements in inclusive education contrast with the pedagogical frame-
work employed at SLB Dena Upakara, a prominent Catholic-affiliated special needs institution specialising
in education for deaf people. Since 1938, the institution has adhered to the Metode Maternal Reflektif
(Maternally Reflective Method/MMR), a medically oriented approach emphasising spoken language ac-
quisition over sign language, either Bahasa Isyarat Indonesia (Bisindo) or an international one. This
methodology mandates rigorous speech training for four years, during which participants undergo inten-
sive supervision and are prohibited from marrying. While MMR has enabled some alumni to develop
spoken communication skills, its strict prohibition of sign language, including natural sign language2

remains contentious on the premise that it ‘silences the deaf’. Beyond academics, SLB Dena Upakara
equips students with vocational skills in sewing, culinary arts, and personal grooming, facilitating post-

2Natural sign language includes hand and facial gestures for simple activities, such as sleeping and eating. Respondents
E, F, G, and H explained this definition.
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graduation employment opportunities. These skills are channelled through Mute Area, a school-managed
business encompassing a beauty salon and cafe operated by alumni, which has since been institutionalised
as ´ PROTECDA3 Ltd.

Despite their methodological divergences, both the Wonosobo Education Office and SLB Dena Up-
akara converge on key priorities, particularly in promoting workforce integration for PWD, which should
pave the way towards more meaningful participations from them in political processes (Parnell & Pieterse,
2010; Priestley et al., 2016). The Education Office has documented cases of PWD advancing to higher
education and securing employment in public services, aligning with SLB Dena Upakara’s emphasis on
economic self-sufficiency. However, neither institution was engaged in policymaking by the LHRC. While
some LHRC members advocated on intersecting issues such as economic empowerment and gender-based
violence affecting women with disabilities (Anindito & Amjad, 2022), inclusive education was not a cen-
tral concern. Respondent E noted that former Mayor Abdul Kholiq Arif invited SLB Dena Upakara to
the Wonosobo Human Rights City declaration but failed to engage the institution in subsequent policy
discussions. Similarly, Respondent H described Municipal Regulation of Wonosobo 1/2021 on Education
as a synthesis of national policy directives and local realities, shaped by personal networks between mu-
nicipal officials and the deaf community rather than LHRC intervention—emphasising the importance
of epistemic communities and coalition for human rights activism (Calzada et al., 2023; Grigolo, 2019;
Purcell, 2013).

Systemic barriers persist in advancing disability rights within Wonosobo’s human rights city frame-
work. The LHRC retained exclusive agenda-setting authority within its five thematic priorities, leaving
PWD rights inadequately addressed in RADHAM implementation (Anindito & Amjad, 2022; Mulia,
2021). Limited budget allocation and bureaucratic rigidity further hindered LHRC’s capacity to inte-
grate disability rights into municipal governance (Boulos & Barbera, 2023; Merry et al., 2010; Turok &
Scheba, 2019; also see Oomen & Baumgärtel, 2014; Purcell, 2002). Respondent A underscored the struc-
tural inefficiencies within the LHRC, particularly the exofficio status of its leadership, which impeded
program execution (see Boulos & Barbera, 2023). Moreover, the absence of intersectoral coordination
exacerbated institutional stagnation, undermining accountability mechanisms (Soohoo, 2016). Gover-
nance fragmentation further complicates policy implementation, as disability rights frequently intersect
with provincial and national jurisdictions—particularly in special education—which again emphasises
the tension between international human rights regime and human rights city (Friendly, 2013; Gilbert
& Dikeç, 2008; Purcell, 2002). Ultimately, the LHRC’s role has been mainly limited to interpreting and
disseminating human rights discourse across municipal sectors. This responsibility arguably exceeds the
feasible scope of a single administrative term (Frate, 2016).

The duality of top-down and bottom-up approaches to the human rights city:
Commonalities and collective actions
This section refers to the catalysis of the works from grassroots organisations and networks of cities to ad-
dress the inequalities in cities (Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021), which are somehow congruent
to human rights cities. The interplay between diverse approaches to disability rights advocacy highlights
both complementary efforts and persistent oversight within Wonosobo’s human rights city framework.
The dormancy of the LHRC and Wonosobo Human Rights City Desk, once key epistemic communities
(Anindito & Amjad, 2022), has compelled former members to revert to independent advocacy efforts.
Despite the absence of strong political commitment from the current Mayor, Respondents A, B, and H
maintain that policymaking in Wonosobo remains inclusive, responsive to local activists and citizens.
For instance, public facilities for individuals with mobility impairments have been developed through
the advocacy of Respondent C. At the same time, Respondent H said that the Disability Services Unit
under the Education Office provides a hotline for consultations and reports related to disability rights.
Within the education sector, a contestation between medical and social models of disability is evident
among SLB Dena Upakara, the Education Office, and civil society organisations. Fiscal limitations and
concerns from PWD regarding specific needs, such as hearing devices for the deaf, challenge the claimed
incremental progress in expanding inclusive urban facilities.

Knowledge transfer regarding PWD rights extends beyond Wonosobo, fostering intercity collabora-
tion within Indonesia. The Ministry of Law and Human Rights provides guidelines for municipalities
aspiring to human rights city status, while civil society organisations facilitate knowledge-sharing initia-

3An acronym from ‘Productivity Training and Education Center for the Deaf Alumni’.
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tives. Rather than striving to become the ultimate precedent (see Bunnell, 2015; Phelps et al., 2014),
municipalities seek to refine their own human rights governance models. Wonosobo’s early designation
as a human rights city has positioned it as a knowledge hub, exemplified by establishing the Wonosobo
Human Rights City Desk. In 2021, Lembaga Bantuan Hukum Masyarakat hosted a webinar comparing
human rights city practices in Wonosobo and Bandung, underscoring the unique challenges small and
metropolitan cities face. Additionally, SLB Dena Upakara’s pioneering educational method for deaf stu-
dents has influenced pedagogical approaches in other special needs institutions. Similarly, the Disability
Services Unit within the Wonosobo Education Office has served as a model for other municipalities, par-
ticularly small cities with limited financial resources. These developments underscore Wonosobo’s role as
an innovator in disability rights (see Wesely et al., 2020), reflecting the positive outcomes of decentralised
regional governance and multiscale policy processes in Indonesia (Talitha et al., 2019).

However, Wonosobo’s positioning as an overlooked spatial entity, coupled with the marginalisation
of PWD within broader human rights frameworks, complicates disability rights mainstreaming. As a
predominantly agrarian municipality, human rights discourse has historically been peripheral within
Wonosobo’s development priorities (Anindito & Amjad, 2022), where this study emphasises Wonosobo’s
human rights city’s focus on individual rights (see Parnell & Pieterse, 2010). Human rights localisa-
tion manifests differently across two cities—whereas in Bandung, regulations on residential infrastructure
ensure adequate housing rights, in Wonosobo, human rights discourse primarily serves as a strategy to
combat impoverishment. Furthermore, Bandung’s epistemic community has matured into an effective
government watchdog, actively engaging in policy oversight. In contrast, Wonosobo’s reliance on the
LHRC for human rights governance has resulted in limited civil society participation and weak moni-
toring mechanisms. Although the right to branding (Vanolo, 2017)—through top-down and bottom-up
approaches—has been exercised to implement human rights city, unlike Bandung, which integrates human
rights into deliberative policymaking processes (Karman et al., 2022), Wonosobo lacks robust evaluation
frameworks and sectoral synchronisation. Consequently, despite pioneering human rights city status and
disability rights advocacy, Wonosobo—and the rights of PWD—continue to face systemic neglect (see
Ruszczyk et al., 2021).

Conclusion
This article seeks to understand the dynamics created by the contestation between the mainstreaming
of the human rights city principles for persons with disabilities (PWD) and the overlooked situation of
Wonosobo urban development through the lens of “overlooked-ness” (see Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et
al., 2021). The conceptualisation of Wonosobo as a human rights city unfolds through a dual trajectory:
an interplay of top-down institutional arrangements and bottom-up, locally embedded practices. On
the one hand, the right to branding (Vanolo, 2017) is deployed by both state actors and civil society
organisations, positioning Wonosobo as an archetypal node of human rights vernacularisation (Anindito
& Amjad, 2022). On the other hand, the municipality’s internal political economy—marked by grassroots-
led efforts in impoverishment reduction, environmental stewardship, and interfaith harmony—alongside
educational modalities such as PWD based education policies and the existence of SLB Dena Upakara,
has enabled human rights discourse to take root despite limitations in administrative knowledge and
institutional capacity (Boulos & Barbera, 2023). Nevertheless, this emergent discourse remains anchored
in an informal planning paradigm (Friendly, 2013), evidencing the marginal status of human rights city
within Indonesian urban planning literature (Anindito & Amjad, 2022).

Initially, institutionalisation took a formalised route with Local Regulation 5/2016 and Mayor Regula-
tion 30/2017, which produced Wonosobo Human Rights City Local Action Plan (RADHAM) 2017–2021
and established the Local Human Rights Committee (LHRC) and Wonosobo Human Rights City Desk.
However, the expiration of LHRC’s mandate in 2023 without renewal dismantled this architecture, re-
verting the responsibility for disability advocacy to decentralised, civil society-based initiatives (Anindito
& Amjad, 2022). Though the inclusion of PWD in LHRC once created opportunities for co-governance,
institutional asymmetries in agenda-setting—particularly the centrality of impoverishment as a develop-
mental goal—have reinforced a state-centric modality of human rights city (Brown, 2013; Mulia, 2021;
Parnell & Pieterse, 2010; Turok & Scheba, 2019). Nevertheless, the persistence of disability rights ac-
tivism—from both educational institutions and grassroots actors—sustains Wonosobo’s engagement with
the right to the city, even in the absence of formal institutional continuity (see Kuymulu, 2013; Mayer,
2011; Merry et al., 2010; Weinstein & Ren, 2009).
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The disjuncture between symbolic commitment and practical inclusion is especially visible in imple-
menting disability policies. While infrastructural upgrades such as tactile paving and ramps were intro-
duced during LHRC’s operational period, longstanding recommendations for accessible public transport
by disability groups remain unaddressed. Parallel educational developments reflect a fragmented epis-
temic field: the Education Office’s Disability Services Unit—established in 2022—has facilitated teacher
training and psycho-educational assessment, albeit within a fragile legal and financial framework. In
contrast, SLB Dena Upakara continues implementing a medicalised pedagogical model that privileges
speech over sign language. Despite its contentious epistemology, this pedagogical model has yielded job
opportunities for PWD through Mute Area and PROTECDA Ltd. However, neither this institution
nor the Education Office was systematically integrated into LHRC decision-making structures. These
exclusions exemplify the fragmentation of human rights governance and the limited permeability of for-
mal policy spaces to non-state knowledge systems (Calzada et al., 2023; Grigolo, 2019; Purcell, 2013).
Obstacles such as intersectoral disconnection, fiscal inflexibility, and bureaucratic inertia (see also Boulos
& Barbera, 2023; Merry et al., 2010; Oomen & Baumgärtel, 2014; Purcell, 2002; Turok & Scheba, 2019)
have further reduced RADHAM’s responsiveness to disability justice.

Nevertheless, Wonosobo has become a node for intercity learning, as shown in city-to-city exchanges
and the influence of its disability governance models on other small municipalities (Wesely et al., 2020)—an
urban inter-referencing effect that is prominent in decentralising Indonesia (see Bunnell, 2015; Phelps et
al., 2014). However, its status as a human rights city remains paradoxical: structurally fragile, politically
marginalised, and conceptually peripheral compared to more deliberative and inclusive governance mod-
els, such as in Bandung (Karman et al., 2023). Despite its pioneering branding, Wonosobo Human Rights
City framework remains anchored in narrowly defined rights and lacks robust evaluative and integrative
mechanisms. As such, PWD rights—though symbolically championed as the spectre of human rights city
(see Vanolo, 2017)— continue to be structurally vulnerable and persistently overlooked (Oomen, 2016;
see also Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021).

Despite no responses from several targeted key informants—particularly the current Mayor and other
LHRC members—and the research scope that is only focused on the education and public infrastructure
sector, this article contributes to the dearth of overlooking practices in ensuring the ‘proximity-based’
rights to the city, particularly of those who have disability (García Chueca, 2016; Neubeck, 2016). It is
also reinvigorated that the role of epistemic communities here becomes integral to the human rights city
planning and management (Grigolo, 2019; van den Berg, 2016; Ward, 2016). Furthermore, tying local
contexts and communities to human rights city implementation also ensures its sustainability, while at
the same time connecting to the international human rights regime (Karman et al., 2023; Snyder, 2025;
Soon & Yi, 2023). The Indonesian and Global South contexts here should also enrich the ongoing debate
on the human rights city implementation (Grigolo, 2019; Nijman et al., 2022; Oomen, 2016) along with
the debate between medical, social, and human rights model of disability (Ballard, 1997; Guldvik et al.,
2013; Hammel et al., 2008; Marutama et al., 2023; Milner & Kelly, 2009; Morgan, 2023; Opini, 2010), as
it is the means of countering the overlooking practices through knowledge production and the dynamics
of small cities (Nugraha et al., 2023; Ruszczyk et al., 2021). In summary, enabling the PWD within the
policymaking process to claim their rights to the city should always be the goal; rather than overlooking
and letting them—with their limitations, get discriminated against daily by social constructs—fending
off for themselves.
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