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This course will explore the contested history of human rights from a global, critical, and intercultural
perspective. In the U.S, Western Europe and Latin America international law and human rights are typically
taught and conceived of as if they were of uniquely Western, and even more specifically European (or even
Anglo-American) origin, within the context of Modernity, the Enlightenment, and their universalist
pretensions. From this perspective, the task for non-Western societies is to Westernize themselves through
processes of economic, political, social, and cultural “development” to a degree sufficient to enable the
flourishing of the kinds of rights ostensibly enjoyed in Western contexts. Meanwhile global poverty and
inequalities are intensifying sharply in the wake of the current COVID 19 pandemic.

This is in essence the “hegemonic” version of human rights history and theory, which has been increasingly
challenged in the academy and in the streets from “counter-hegemonic” perspectives grounded in the Global
South, both beyond- and within- the Global North (e.g immigrant communities and movements and those
of other marginalized groups such as people of African descent, women, those identified as LGBTQ, etc.).
Such alternative approaches instead emphasize the extent to which hegemonic Western conceptualizations
and practices of human rights in fact pose key obstacles to the full recognition of these rights, which reflect
the costs and impacts of the historical and contemporary crimes of the West (such as conquest, African
slavery, genocide, colonialism, imperialism, and neo-colonialism), which are understood as constitutive of

the emergence and spread of the capitalist mode of production and thus of Modernity itself.

From this perspective there are alternative routes to fuller conceptions and practices of human rights, which
are capable of transcending their limitations and distortions in the context of Western hegemony. Such
approaches are often described- or dismissed- as “utopian”. This reflects the intertwined, contested
relationship between human rights, hegemony, and utopia, which provides a guiding thread for this course.

Such contradictions are heightened whenever hegemonic powers such as the U.S seek to justify their



interventions elsewhere as part of an overall civilizational project “in defense of human rights”
accompanied with the kinds of moral, political, and/or religious claims of universality associated with U.S.
exceptionalism. Initiatives of this kind also tend to stigmatize and criminalize resistance to this overall
project and its components as necessarily of a terrorist character, or as uniquely grounded in competing

global communities and visions such as that of Islam.

What would it look like if the history, conceptualization, and practice of human rights were taught and
approached differently than it is typically in Western contexts? This task is especially urgent in settings
such as Latin America, Africa, and Asia where colonial legacies continue to permeate contemporary
societies, and in other contexts such as the U.S and Western Europe where the increasing presence of
communities rooted in the Global South challenges long held assumptions as to equality, identity, diversity,

and inclusion.



