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Course Introduction 
“This first quarter (of a two-quarter sequence) begins with a set of conceptual problems and optics 
designed to introduce students to the critical study of human rights, opening up questions of the 
universal, human dignity, and the political along with the practices of witness and testimony.”  

– U of C course catalog 
 
In plainer language, “Human Rights in World Civilizations” is a course about how humans have 
imagined and made real the rights of other humans, whether they live down the street or across the 
globe. As we examine the complex history and present of human rights, we’ll use a variety of 
sources to fuel our discussions, from movies and poetry to international laws and the policies and 
practices of human rights organizations.  
 
You may find that this course, at times, speaks directly to the world and events you see around you. 
That’s great—the present-day connections you see will enrich our discussions and make all of us 
better observers and participants of our political, social, and cultural worlds. But we will also do the 
careful work of historians and social scientists, examining our own assumptions and biases while 
asking complex and critical questions about the history, future, and limits of human rights law, 
activism, and practice. 
 
Readings 
Readings for 9/26 will be sent out ahead of our first meeting. Most other readings are found on 
Canvas. You are required to purchase two books: 

• Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved (ISBN: 9781501167638) 
• Aime Cesaire, Discourses on Colonialism (ISBN: 1583670254) 

These can be found at the Seminary Co-op. You are also welcome to buy copies on Amazon, etc. 
 

Course Rules and Expectations 
• PARTICIPATION (20% of your grade) 
1. In class: I hesitate to require participation—some students are shy, or (like me) can’t always 
formulate their best thoughts and questions in the rapid back-and-forth of a group discussion. 
That said, this is a seminar, not a lecture, and the further we get in the semester the more it 
becomes your show, not mine. The ideas, questions, and comments that you bring to class will 
play a big role in determining what, and how much, we learn. Radio silence on your part will 
result in me giving an ad-libbed lecture for 80 minutes, which, trust me, is an outcome no one 
wants. Therefore, a part of your grade will reflect the quantity and quality of your participation in 
class discussions. But if you’re someone who (again, like me) really only comes up with great 
questions and brilliant comments after the perfect moment for them has passed, please feel free 



to do your discussing with me or Damien, in office hours or over a cup of coffee. (You may 
also want to expend more effort on the posts, described below.) 
2. Posting to class discussion board: 
Each of you will post an original thought about the reading to the discussion board on Canvas 
before each class. The content of each post is up to you, as long as you demonstrate that you've 
done the reading and given it some real thought. You could: disagree with the author, connect 
the reading to something happening today (at this institution, in the state/country/world), 
explain and then attempt to work through your confusion with the text, discuss something in the 
text that blew your mind, etc. These posts should go up by 10pm on the day before we meet, so, 
10pm on Sundays and Tuesdays. 

 
• DISCUSSION GROUND RULES 
You MAY ask any course-related question you want. You MAY NOT keep yourself from asking 
a question or making a comment because you’re afraid it will sound obvious or silly or un-woke. 
Because human rights history, policy, and activism are such complex issues—and often 
immediately relevant or personally affecting ones—a contribution that you fear sounds 
uninformed in your head can end up being valuable or even profound. I am serious about 
creating a classroom environment where everyone feels free to ask any question or make any 
observation. Disrespect for others’ contributions, whether brilliant or mundane, will not be 
tolerated. 

 
This does not mean we have to sit around sipping tea and exchanging pleasantries for three 
hours a week. In class you are invited to disagree with one another and with me—and I get to 
disagree with you—provided we are all respectful of each other. We will trade in facts (dates, 
events, places, documents, words, etc. are central to a history or social science course), but our 
opinions about the significance and meaning of those facts may, and probably should, vary. 
 
• ELECTRONIC DEVICES 
Things you should use your computer or tablet for: taking notes or accessing readings. Things 
you should not use your computer or tablet for: anything unrelated to class, such as social media, 
online shopping, puppy videos, etc. Please no phones! 

 
• ATTENDANCE 
I get it, things happen: you are permitted one absence in this class, no email or explanation 
required. After that (second and beyond), each absence without documentation (a doctor’s note 
for illness, mental or physical, or a note from your college advisor for personal emergencies, 
and/or a consultation with me) will reduce your grade by one third of a letter (from A- to B+, 
for example). 

 
• PAPERS (25%, 25%, and 30% of your grade) 
You will write three papers, each of approximately 5 pages. I will provide prompts for each 
paper 1-2 weeks before the due date and will further discuss guidelines and expectations for the 
papers in class. A head’s up: it’s expected that these papers will represent your best, most careful, 
and considered work. I do not distinguish between the quality of your ideas and the quality of 
your written expression, so please don’t expect something rough draft-quality will fare well just 
because “the ideas are good.” 

  



COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
I. Around 1948 
Our readings in this two-week unit belong to the pivotal historical period around 1948, when 
various international human rights instruments and organizations came into existence; when the UN 
and its various organs, such as UNESCO, developed or encountered important human rights 
initiatives; and when intellectuals, states, and global publics found themselves reflecting on the 
human catastrophes of the previous years. Conceptually, this unit explores four of the political scales 
and imaginaries according to which human beings are organized: as members of a universal 
humanity; as citizens of sovereign nation-states; as subjects of empire; and as a people belonging to a 
particular genos.  
 
Week 1 
9/25 United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) 

UNESCO, History of Human Rights (1950) 
 
9/27 United Nations, Preamble and Articles, 2.7, 55 and 56, Charter of the United Nations (1945) 

Eleanor Roosevelt, “The Promise of Human Rights,” in Foreign Affairs 26:3 (April 1948), 
470-477.  
W.E.B. DuBois, "Introduction," from An Appeal to the World: A Statement on the Denial of 
Human Rights to Minorities in the Case of Citizens of Negro Descent in the United States of America and 
an appeal to the United Nations for Redress, Prepared for the NAACP, ed. W.E.B. DuBois (New 
York: NAACP, 1947), 1-14. 

 
 
Week 2 
10/2 United Nations, Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948). 

Raphael Lemkin, “Genocide” in Axis Rule in Occupied Europe (Washington D.C.: Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace,1944), 79-95. 
“Nazis Smash, Loot and Burn Jewish Shops and Temples,” New York Times, November 
11, 1938: 1-2.  
Nazi Murder Mills, Universal Newsreel, Vol. 18, No. 393, Part 1. Release date, 26 April 
1945. (https://www.ushmm.org/online/film/display/detail.php?file_num=106) 

 
10/4 Hannah Arendt, "The Decline of the Nation State and the End of the Rights of Man," in 

The Origins of Totalitarianism (San Diego: Harvest/Harcourt, 1976), 267-302.  
W.H. Auden, "Refugee Blues" [1939] in Selected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (New York: 
Vintage, 1989), 83-84.  
Warsan Shire, “Conversations about Home (at the Deportation Center)” in her Teaching My 
Mother How to Give Birth (London: Flipped Eye, 2011: 24-27; and 
https://vimeo.com/164022700.  

 
 
II. Human Rights, Human Dignity, and Diversity  
This two-week unit explores some key philosophical questions and concerns about human rights. 
Human rights are often said to be “universal” and grounded in “human dignity.” But what do these 
concepts—including that of “rights”—mean, and what is their history?  
 



Week 3 
10/9 John Locke, Second Treatise of Government, Chapter 2 “On the State of Nature” 

Johan Fichte, “The Dignity of Man” 
Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals in The Cambridge Edition of The Works 
of Immanuel Kant: Practical Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1996), pp.49-52, 
79-81. 

 
10/11 Joel Feinberg, “The Nature and Value of Rights” in The Journal of Value Inquiry (1970), Vol. 

4, No. 4: 243-260. 
            Diderot, “Natural Right” 
            James Nickel, “Making Sense of Human Rights” in Making Sense of Human Rights, 2nd 

Edition.  
 
 

Week 4  
10/16 The Executive Board, American Anthropological Association, “Statement on Human 

Rights” in American Anthropologist 49:4 (1947), 539-543. 
American Anthropological Association, “Declaration on Anthropology and Human 
Rights” (1999) http://humanrights.americananthro.org/1999-statement-on-human-rights/ 
Aimé Césaire, Discourses on Colonialism (1950) 

  
10/18   Amartya Sen, “Human Rights and Asian Values” in The New Republic (July 1997). 

Chinese Human Rights Movement Committee, Beijing, “Declaration of Human Rights 
(May 1989)” in The Chinese Human Rights Reader: Documents and Commentary 1900-2000, 
Stephen C. Angle and Marina Svensson, eds. (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2001), 321-322. 

Chinese White Paper on Human Rights, 1991: Part I (http://china.org.cn/e-
white/7/index.htm)  
African (Banjul) Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, 1981 
(http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/instree/z1afchar.htm) 
 

10/19 Group Screening: The Missing Picture, dir. Rithy Panh (France/Cambodia: 2013)  
6pm, location TBD 

 
 
10/21 First Paper Due by 5:00pm 
 
 
III. Testimony and Witnessing 
This unit explores the centrality of modes of witnessing and testifying to an emergent culture of 
human rights.  We will examine the various modes or “genres” of testimony that have together 
produced a distinctive ethico-political as well as aesthetic character to human rights witnessing, and 
consider the circulation and transmission of narratives about human rights and their violations. 
 
Week 5 
10/23 Primo Levi, "Preface," "The Memory of the Offense," "The Grey Zone," and "Shame," 

from The Drowned and the Saved, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (New York: Vintage, 1988). 
  
10/25 Hannah Arendt, "The House of Justice" and "Evidence and Witnesses," from Eichmann in 



Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, Rev. and Enlarged Ed. (New York: Penguin, 1994), 
3-20 and 220-233.  
Antjie Krog, “Chapter Two: None More Parted Than Us” and “Chapter Three: Stretched 
Thinner and Thinner Over Pitches of Grief,” from Country of My Skull: Guilt, Sorrow, and the 
Limits of Forgiveness in the New South Africa (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2000). 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, "Promoting National Unity and 
Reconciliation," "Truth," and "The Relationship Between Truth and Reconciliation," in Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa Report, Vol. 1 (1998), 106-117.  

 
 
Week 6  
10/30 Ben Shanh, Studies of the Hickman Murder Case, Pen and Ink on Wove Paper, 1948. 
 John Bartlow Martin, “The Hickman Story,” Harper’s Magazine (August 1948): 39-52. 
 [Class meets today in the Smart Museum’s Education Study Room] 
 
11/1 Witness, Video as Evidence: A Field Guide: 5-28, 39-55. 

Video Clips Used by Prosecutor in ICC v. Lubanga [2012]. 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ySF8ojE6n4) 
Lola Arias, “Mucamas/Maids: Berlin, Buenes Aires, Warsaw, Zurich” [2015]. 
(https://vimeo.com/118838266) 

 
 
IV. Anti-Slavery, Humanitarianism, and Rights 
Was the anti-slavery movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the first human rights 
movement? In this unit we examine some of that movement’s language and techniques, which 
reappear in later human-rights politics: the ideas of human dignity, universal sympathy, and the 
natural rights of all human beings; the practices of victim testimonials, witnessing by activists, and 
the use of international courts to prosecute violators. 
 
Week 7 
11/6 French Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen (1789) 

Letters from the Slave Revolt in Martinique (1789) 
Free Citizens of Color address to the National Assembly (1789) 
Abbé Grégoire, Letter to those who love mankind (1790)  
Thomas Clarkson, “The True State of the Case, respecting the insurrection at St. 
Domingo” (1792) 
L.F. Sonthonax, “Decree of General Liberty” (1793), National Convention debate on 
abolition of slavery (1794)  
 

11/8 Rousseau, Social Contract (1762), Book 1, chapters 1-4 
Voltaire, Candide (1759), extract 
William Cowper, “The Negro’s Complaint” (1788), “Sweet Meat has Sour Sauce: or, the 
Slave Trader in the Dumps” 
William Fox, An Address to the People of Great Britain, on the Propriety of Abstaining from West 
India Sugar and Rum (London, 1791) 

 
11/9 Jason De León, Evening Speaker, Time TBD 
 Associate Professor of Anthropology, University of Michigan 



 Director, Undocumented Migration Project 
  http://undocumentedmigrationproject.com 
 
11/11 Second Paper Due by 5:00pm 
 
 
Week 8 
11/13 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative (1814 [1792]), Classic Slave Narratives, ed. Henry 

Louis Gates, Jr., 1-12, 24-38, 166-82 
Mary Prince, The History of Mary Prince (1831) Classic Slave Narratives, 187-238 

 
11/15 Lynn Hunt, “‘Torrents of Emotion’: Reading Novels and Imagining Equality” in her 

Inventing Human Rights (2008): 35-69. 
Sam Moyn, Last Utopia, ch. 1. 
 

  
V. Declarations as a Human Rights Genre 
Our final unit returns to the genre with which we began—the declaration of rights. To understand 
the formal and historical genealogy of the UDHR, we explore revolutionary rights declarations from 
England, France, and Haiti, then focus on what we can learn about the history of human rights by 
attending closely to the drafting, interpretive legacy, and continuing significance of the American 
Declaration of Independence. 
 
Week 9 
11/20 Convention Parliament, “Declaration of Rights” (1689) 

Virginia Declaration of Rights, Mason draft, committee draft, and final (1776) 
Declaration of Independence, Jefferson draft, committee draft, and final (1776) 
Haitian Declaration of Independence (1804) 
 

 
11/22  No class. 
 
 
Week 10  
11/27 Seneca Falls Convention, “Declaration of Sentiments” (1848) 

Fredrick Douglass, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” (1855) 
Abraham Lincoln, “Gettysburg Address” (1863) 
Martin Luther King, Jr., “Remarks” at the March on Washington (1963) 
Danielle Allen, Our Declaration: A Reading of the Declaration of Independence in Defense of Equality 
(2014): 79-125.  
United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). 

 
12/5 Third Paper Due by 5pm. 
 
 
 


