
	 1

Towards a Literary History of Human Rights 
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What role has imaginative literature played in the development of human rights talk 
since it first rose to prominence in western legal and political thought during the Enlightenment?   
How do the particular qualities of novels and poems help us understand the history of ideas or 
concepts, and perhaps even imagine alternative ways of ordering our world?  This course aims 
to ask searching questions about the relationship between art and ethics whilst looking at a range 
of texts from the early nineteenth century to the present day. 
 

‘Human rights’ are defined by the OED as ‘the set of entitlements held to belong to 
every person as a condition of being human’: whilst their exact content remains elusive, an 
insistence on their value as the most important moral ideal to which laws, both domestic and 
international, should aspire has been the hallmark of contemporary political debate in the second 
half of the twentieth century and the first decades of the twenty-first.  Where does this conviction 
come from and what forces account for its political ascendancy?  In an incisive survey of the 
current state of this very interdisciplinary field of enquiry, Philip Alston argues that ‘in the past 
decade, social scientists have discovered human rights as a fertile and challenging subject for 
enquiry’: 

 
Philosophers have begun to agonize over the challenge of grounding the modern notion 
of human rights in theoretical terms; anthropologists have sought to address the 
decentering of human rights and the consequences of their unsettled or unstable content 
or status; critical theorists have begun to suggest that the liberation promised by rights 
proponents is often just a form of imperialist or colonial domination dressed in a new 
garb; political scientists have challenged the effectiveness of treaties and courts; and 
historians have challenged the basic assumption that the current human rights movement 
is the logical next step in a progress narrative with deep historical roots.1 

 
Commenting on this current enthusiasm for the identification of origins, the historian Samuel 
Moyn notes that ‘[a] few short years ago, there was no such domain of historical inquiry’: 
 

Now it is ubiquitous.  It has verged on absorbing past themes that once stood on their own 
or served other purposes, like the meaning of the eighteenth-century Atlantic revolutions 
or the nineteenth-century campaigns against slavery.2   

 
Moyn is sceptical of what can be learnt from the declarative documents of the Enlightenment or 
the speculations of earlier thinkers. He concludes that articulating a future for human rights is a 
task ‘ill-served by associating them with violent revolution or imperialist humanitarianism.  Not 
that there is no continuity in history, but these old projects do not repay the study they have 
attracted in the search for origins of our highest moral beliefs and aspirational legal projects’.3    
 

But many others construct a genealogy for today’s rights movement stretching back (at 
least) to the Enlightenment, and in particular, to the democratic creed of ‘Liberté, égalité, 

																																																								
1 Philip Alston, ‘Does the Past Matter?  On the Origins of Human Rights’, Harvard Law Review 126  
(2013), 2043-2081. 
2 Samuel Moyn, Human Rights and the Uses of History (Verso, 2014) p. xi. 
3 Moyn, p. xviii. 
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fraternité’ espoused by revolutionaries in France and America towards the end of the eighteenth 
century – and recent publications in this new domain include exciting works by Gary Bass, Lynn 
Hunt, Jenny Martinez, and Joseph Slaughter.  Generally speaking, they all argue that only 
sustained attention to the forms of thought over time can unearth the strengths and weaknesses 
of theoretical formulations translated into vital and dynamic political practice.   Slaughter in 
particular challenges us to read in terms of constant political engagement – ‘if we are not reading 
for human rights, what are we reading for?’4 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted by the UN General Assembly 
on the 10th of December, 1948 and three of its first articles speak to the crucial work of 
recognition which literature can help us perform:  

Article 1: All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.  They are 
endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of 
brotherhood. 

Article 6: Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law. 

Article 7: All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal 
protection of the law.  

The definition of who is fully ‘human’ and entitled to bear ‘rights’ was problematic from the 
outset. The novel made crucial interventions in this debate, and the formal qualities of the genre 
are consequently seen to carry crucial ethico-political weight: novels are fascinated by questions 
such as ‘who can be allowed to tell their own story – who must be spoken for?’  The literary 
sphere can thus be seen as a space in which the idea of people as ‘self-representing’ is imagined 
and tested.  So the logic and spirit of the UN articles owes much to the literary culture of past 
centuries.  We will be turning to the work of Lynn Hunt and above all Joseph Slaughter in the 
course of this seminar, because they offer the most compelling account of the work that the novel 
can do in promulgating the rule of the law and reassuring all citizens that they have a place 
within the imagined community of their choice.  In Slaughter’s analysis: 
 

The novel genre and liberal human rights discourse […] are mutually enabling fictions: 
each projects an image of the human personality that ratifies the other’s idealistic visions 
of the proper relations between the individual and society and the normative career of free 
and full human personality development […] Human rights law does indeed recognize an 
implicit freedom to plot a life story, and the species of person that the law describes is, in 
effect, homo narrans …5  

 
Much, then depends on whether the structures are in place to allow everyone to speak for 
themselves:   
 

[A]s a human rights claim, [the Bildungsroman] is a narrative instrument for historically 
marginalized people to assert their right to be included in the franchise of the public sphere 
and to participate in the deliberative systems that shape social normativity itself by setting 
the limits between the enfranchised and the disenfranchised.6 

 
In this influential model, the Bildungsroman ‘normalizes the story of enfranchisement’ and 
readers are educated in matters of ethics though feelings of sympathy and identification.  Clearly 
literary texts can make powerful cases on behalf of the marginalized, but it can also participate 
																																																								
4 Joseph R. Slaughter, Human Rights, Inc.: The World Novel, Narrative Form, and International Law 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), p. 328. 
5 Slaughter, pp. 4 and 40. 
6 Slaughter, pp. 156-157. 
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in processes of exclusion and judgment.  This course is interested in exploring these tensions: 
there is no simple assumption that literature is ethical whilst law is not, for example, Instead I 
want to use the concept of human rights as lens to explore the unique properties of the literary 
text and the ways in which the work it asks of its reader differs profoundly from that of the reader 
of a legal text or a political pamphlet.   
 
Course Structure:  
 
6 x 1.5 hr seminars: each week, discussion will open with either one or two student-led 
presentations.  
 
Preparation for Seminars:  
 
Students taking this course should read the texts listed under ‘Core Reading’. ‘Contextual 
Sources’ are those critical texts that particularly illuminate the ‘Core Reading’, and can be 
dipped into or fully engaged with as time permits.  The course convenor will offer further reading 
suggestions from week to week as students discover their own particular areas of interest. 
 
Students will also want to bear in mind that several of the novels listed under ‘Core Reading’ 
are very long, and the most effective preparation for this course would be to read them over the 
summer.  All the Victorian and contemporary novels listed are available in a range of editions, 
and you are welcome to use whichever edition you are able to acquire. 
 
Essays:  
 
Any essays written for this course must bear a clear relation to its themes and historical scope. 
Students are encouraged to formulate their own questions in consultation with the course 
convenor. 

 
********** 

 
Seminar Topics for Discussion: 

 
Week 1 – Literature, Affect, Complexity: an Introduction to the Role of Literary Texts in 
the Formation of Social Values 
 
In our first session, we will discuss some of the burgeoning body of criticism that addresses the 
role played by narrative fiction in the formulation of a rights-based discourse.  What does it mean 
to be recognised as a person before the law?  What does it mean to imagine a more inclusive 
constitution?  Are all equal characters equal in the eyes of the author, if not the judge in the 
courtroom?  Often not – both forums are underpinned by comparable economies of sacrifice.   
Once it is decided that conflict resolution can only occur through sacrifice, what are the ethical 
implications of this model?  Does value reside in the martyr or in the wider community or both?  
I will pre-circulate some extracts from theorists whose work will help illuminate these questions 
for us (Rene Girard on scapegoating, George Eliot on narrative art as a type of ‘experiment in 
life’) but in order to keep our focus on close reading, we will look at two famous and powerful 
short stories, which force us to confront and interrogate the assumptions we make us readers 
about sympathy, identification and judgment. 
 
Core Reading:  
 
Roald Dahl, ‘Genesis and Catastrophe’ (1953, available online as a PDF or in the collection of 
short stories entitled Kiss Kiss) 
 
Ursula Le Guin, ‘The Ones who Walk Away from Omelas’ (1973, available online as a PDF) 
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Contextual Reading:  
 
Joseph Slaughter, Human Rights, Inc.: The World Novel, Narrative Form, and International Law 
(New York, Fordham, 2007).  
 
Lynne Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History (New York: Norton, 2007).  
 

********** 
 
Week 2 – The Promotion of Equality: ‘Am I not a Woman and a Sister?’ 
 
Who is considered sufficiently human to hold rights?  The idea of the ‘Rights of Man’ rose to 
prominence with the American Declaration of Independence (1766), The Declaration of the 
Rights of Men and of Citizens, by the National Assembly of France (1789) and Thomas Paine’s 
Rights of Man (1791). The citizen who bore ‘rights’ was European and male – these ‘rights’ 
were certainly not seen as ‘universal’ and the question of who was entitled to hold them was 
intimately associated with the definition of the wider political constitution. As Mary 
Wollstonecraft pointed out in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1791), ‘“to see one half of 
the human race excluded by the other from all participation of government, was a political 
phaenomenon that, according to abstract principles, it was impossible to explain”. If so, on what 
does our constitution rest? If the abstract rights of man will bear discussion and explanation, 
those of woman, by parity of reasoning, will not shrink from the same test’.  How then was the 
constitution expanded to include women, children, non-Europeans, emancipated slaves, people 
of religions other than that practised by the majority (e.g., dissenters and free-thinkers, Jews, 
Muslims?)  In this second session, we will take as our test case the ‘rights of woman’, in 
Wollstonecraft’s phrase, and think about the ways in which literary texts performed acts of para-
legal advocacy for women’s equality in advance of their formal recognition by the law.  We will 
look at two texts, both radical for their time – but the second text draws our attention to 
significant spots of moral blindness in the earlier text. 
 
Core Reading: 
 
Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (1847) – widely available in modern editions 
 
Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) – available in modern editions 
 
Contextual Reading: 
 
Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back (Routledge, 1989). 
 
Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Parody: The Teaching of Modern Art-Forms (University of Illinois 
Press, 1985). 
 
Christine Krueger, Reading for the Law: British Literary History and Gender Advocacy 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010). 
 
Brigid Lowe, Victorian Fiction and the Insights of Sympathy: An Alternative to the 
Hermeneutics of Suspicion (London: Anthem, 2007). 
 
Andrew Miller, The Burdens of Perfection: On Ethics and Reading in Nineteenth-Century 
British Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008). 
 

********** 
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Week 3 – Liberty – for the many or the few?: Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of 
the Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (1845) and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin (1852) 
 
First-person narration possesses extraordinary power to move readers to feelings of sympathy 
with the oppressed narrator: it also makes powerful claims for justice in the para-legal court of 
public opinion.  This session is dedicated to the art forms of the abolitionist movement in the 
transatlantic nineteenth century: slave testimonies in particular, but also novels which sought to 
make powerful interventions in political debate like Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  There are 
strong points of connection with Jane Eyre here as well, reminding us that slave testimonies may 
have influenced Bronte’s writing.  I’d like us to think about the different voices in play in 
Douglass’s text and in Stowe’s – testimony versus fictional dramatization, self-representation 
versus advocacy – as we think about the power of the pen to change politics. 
 
Core Reading: 
 
Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of the Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (1845) 
– modern editions available 
 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) – many modern editions available 
 
Contextual Reading: 
 
Audrey Fisch, American Slaves in Victorian England: Abolitionist Politics in Popular Literature 
and Culture (Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
 
Jenny Martinez, The Slave Trade and the Origins of International Human Rights Law (Oxford 
University Press, 2012). 
 
Sarah Meer, Uncle Tom Mania: Slavery, Minstrelsy and Transatlantic Culture in the 1850s 
(University of Georgia Press, 2005). 
 
Helen Thomas, Romanticism and Slave Narratives (Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
 

********** 
 
Week 4 – Fraternity and the Legacy of Empire: Richard Flanagan’s Wanting (2008) 
 
Victorian heroes are dutiful, and self-sacrificing: when it is required of a man to lay down his 
life for his brother, writers like Charles Dickens wants us to believe that the Scriptural injunction 
will be followed – witness the extraordinary affective power of novels like Great Expectations 
(1861) and A Tale of Two Cities (1859).  But what happens when that myth of self-sacrifice 
arrives at the frontier of empire?  Can a sentimental ethical education inspire moral behaviour in 
extreme circumstances where violence reigns and the rule of law has no effect?  Dickens was 
greatly upset by the suggestion, in 1854, that John Franklin’s exploratory expedition to discover 
the North-West Passage in the Arctic had ended not only in death, but also in cannibalism, and 
in numerous articles for Household Words he attacks the integrity of the local Eskimo people on 
whose testimony the final accounts of the expedition depended.  He went on to co-write, with 
Wilkie Collins, the melodrama The Frozen Deep (1857) which restores the idealised male 
European act of self-sacrifice to centre-stage.  Flanagan’s deeply moving novel writes back to 
The Frozen Deep, examining John Franklin’s time as Governor of Van Diemen’s Land (now 
Tasmania) and his role in the genocide of the local Aboriginal people. This novel recognises the 
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impulse many men feel towards the ‘good’ whilst at the same time exposing the lies on which 
Victorian ideas of ‘civilization’, Empire, and ‘duty’ depended. 
 
If seminar attendees were keen, we could also watch a screening of the prize-winning Tasmanian 
film, Manganinie, a study of the Black Wars on the frontier in 1830, as an accompaniment to 
this week’s work.  It is renowned as one of the earliest films narrated almost exclusively in an 
indigenous Australian language. 
 
Core Reading: 
 
Charles Dickens, ‘The Lost Arctic Explorers’, Household Words, 9 December 1854 – available 
online 
 
Richard Flanagan, Wanting (2008) – available in modern editions 
 
Contextual Reading: 
 
Robert Brannan (ed.), Under the management of Mr. Charles Dickens: his production of The 
Frozen Deep (Cornell University Press, 1966). 
 
Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal resistance to the European 
invasion of Australia (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982). 
---------------------, The Fate of a Free People (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1995). 
 
Jan-Melissa Schramm, Atonement and Self-Sacrifice in Nineteenth-Century Narrative 
(Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
 

********** 
 
Week 5 – Genocide and Memorialization:  Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost (2000) 
 
When social order breaks down, in civil war or genocide, what value is placed on an individual 
life?  What claims can art make in the face of such violence? The horrors of the Holocaust have 
ensured that testimony remains a pre-eminent narrative form of the twentieth century, but what 
replaces testimony when the individual voice is silenced forever? When a suffering individual 
is killed and can no longer speak for themselves? Ondaatje’s extraordinary novel explores 
questions of individual identity and value in the face of mass murder during the Sri Lankan civil 
war, and it raises for us broader questions about both the ethics and the formal shape of art which 
chooses to deal with atrocity.  The plea for the lost to be recovered and remembered resonates 
across the ages, both memorializing the dead and calling for justice and future peace. 
 
Core Reading: 
 
Michael Ondaatje, Anil’s Ghost (2000) – modern editions available 
 
Contextual Reading: 
 
Giorgio Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive (Zone, 2002). 
 
Richard Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern (Oxford University Press, 2004). 
 
Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, 
and History (Routledge, 1992). 
 
Primo Levi, If this is a Man and Night – both available in modern editions 
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Jan-Melissa Schramm, Testimony and Advocacy in Victorian Law, Literature and Theology 
(Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
 
Richard Weisberg, Poethics; and other Strategies of Law and Literature (Columbia University 
Press, 1992). 
 

********** 
 
Week 6 – Violence and Sovereign Power: John Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1980) 
 
In this final session, we look at Coetzee’s powerful short novel, Waiting for the Barbarians, 
which combines acts of imperial violence on the frontier with anxieties about the extent to which 
we might all degenerate into ‘the barbarians’ of the title in the event of our removal from the 
realm of law and order.  What does it mean to occupy a shared, suffering human body?  What 
experiences do we all share, experiences that bring us together in common humanity?  What 
might help us to resist the temptation to succumb to hatred of the ‘other’?  What happens when 
the torturer becomes the tortured?  Can art and the practice of close reading help us to reflect on 
these complex questions? 
 
Core Reading: 
 
John Coetzee, Waiting for the Barbarians – many modern editions available  
 
Contextual Reading: 
 
Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception (University of Chicago Press, 2005). 
 
Elizabeth Anker, Fictions of Dignity: Embodying Human Rights in World Literature (Cornell 
University Press, 2017). 
 
Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) – modern editions available. 
 
Claude Rawson, God, Gulliver, and Genocide: Barbarism and the European Imagination, 1492-
1945 (Oxford University Press, 2001). 
 
Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (Oxford University 
Press, 1985). 
 
Lyndsey Stonebridge, The Judicial Imagination: Writing after Nuremberg (Edinburgh 
University Press, 2011). 
 
 

********** 
 
 


