
HIST 3XX3 / PEACE ST. 3XX3 
HUMAN RIGHTS IN HISTORY 

Department of History, McMaster University 
Fall 2009 

 
   Instructor:  Dr. B. Ibhawoh      Class Time:  Fri. 9:30-11:20am (L) 
   Office:  CNH 604 [History] / TSH 308A [Peace Studies]   Tue. 9:30-10:20am (T) 
   Office Hours: W.12-1pm [H] / F. 12-1PM [PS]     BSB 137 
  or by appointment    E-mail:  ibhawoh@mcmaster.ca 

 
 
Course Outline 
The subject of human rights has become a theme of popular academic 
interest and the dominant language for public good around the world. It 
has become the language of choice for making and contesting 
entitlement claims, spawning what has been described as “a global 
human rights revolution.” Although the concept of human rights has 
become prominent in today’s world, the ideas that have shaped it have 
deep historical roots. Religious and secular ethics, morality and social 
justice in various societies and cultures combine to define 
contemporary human rights.  
 
In this course, we examine the global historical evolution of the notion 
of human rights from antiquity up to the present day. We explore how 

early philosophical thoughts and historical events influenced the modern concept of human rights. 
The course takes a thematic and chronological approach, focusing on both the theory and practice 
of human rights. We begin with a discussion of conceptual and theoretical debates over the 
meaning of human rights. We then trace the development of the notion of human rights through 
ancient religious texts, the discourses of Classical philosophy, Renaissance and Enlightenment 
thought. We examine the impact of the American and French Revolutions on the advancement of 
ideas about human rights. We also examine the impacts of Slavery, imperialism, the holocaust and 
other genocides of the Twentieth Century on the modern human rights movement. As a historical 
study of human rights, we will pay particular attention to analyzing primary documents relating to 
human rights. The course will also draw on literary works and short film clips. This course is 
intended to provide students with an understanding of historical events that have shaped 
contemporary human rights as well as the ability to conduct independent research on human rights 
themes. The course is based on a combination of lectures and seminar discussions directed by 
students on a rotating basis. 
  
Required Texts  
- Courseware of selected readings [Courseware] 
- Micheline Ishay, The History of Human Rights: From Ancient Times to the Globalization Era 
(University of California Press 2004). [Ishay-Textbook] 
- Micheline R. Ishay, The Human Rights Reader (Routledge, 1997). [Ishay-Reader] 
 
Course Requirements 
Tutorial   20% (Participation 10% / Presentation 10%) 
Midterm Exam   30% (Oct. 23) 
Country Reports  20% (Due Nov. 6) 
Research Essays           30% (Due Nov. 20) 
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Course Policies 
E-Learn@Mac  
This course will use the McMaster Learning Management System E-Learn@Mac (ELM) to make 
announcements, post lecture outlines and tutorial comments, and facilitate the tracking of student 
grades. You must be officially enrolled in the course in order to access this website. For further 
instructions, see the E-Learn@Mac login page at https://elm.mcmaster.ca 
 
Tutorial attendance and participation 
Students are expected to do all assigned readings as examination will cover all course materials. 
Tutorials will be based on group discussions on ELM which will presented in Tuesday class. 
Tutorial group discussions offer a forum to examine topics and issues in greater detail than is 
possible during lectures. Groups are expected to critically analyze the readings and pose 
questions for the class to discuss. For each reading, you should determine the author’s argument 
and the evidence presented to support that argument. Groups are however encouraged to go 
beyond the class readings. Each group must post their final presentation and related questions 
(not more than 3 pages) on ELM by 5pm on the Monday before their class presentation. Tutorial 
participation is a required part of the course and participation in both ELM and class discussions 
will be worth 20% of your final mark. Class presentations are group marks while ELM /class 
discussions are individual marks. Marks will be given for attendance at tutorials, evidence of 
preparation and understanding of the material, clarity of thought and expression, frequency and 
quality of discussion/questions. It is strongly recommended that you come to class with written 
notes on the assigned readings.  
 
Mid Term Test  
Students will take a midterm test which will consist of essay questions, short answer questions and 
perhaps a map quiz. It will require students to think analytically about the course material and to 
integrate information from readings, lectures and tutorial discussions. Due Oct. 23. Weight 30% 
 
Country Reports 
Students will write a comprehensive report on a particular country of choice outlining the major 
human rights issues in that country since the end of the Second World War. What are the political, 
social and legal frameworks for human rights protection in the country? How are human rights 
issues addressed locally and internationally? What are the larger implications for universal human 
rights? Due Nov. 6. Weight 20% 
 
Research Essays 
Research papers should be on a topic on any aspect of this course. Papers should have a central 
thesis and should be based on scholarly sources indicated in the references and bibliography.  
Endeavour to use both primary and secondary sources where possible. Primary sources provide 
first-hand testimony or direct evidence concerning a topic under investigation. They are created by 
witnesses or recorders who experienced the events being documented. They may include 
newspaper articles, autobiographies, memoirs, and oral histories recorded later. If you conduct oral 
interviews, your interview transcripts must be included in your essay. 

Papers should be no more than 15 pages, typed originals in 12-point font, double-spaced. 
The student should keep a back up electronic and paper copy to guard against loss or computer 
malfunction. Assignments are to be handed to the instructor in class on the due date. Clearly 
indicate the name of your TA on the front page of your essay. Assignments by fax or e-mail are not 
acceptable. Assignments submitted after the due date will be reduced by 5 percent per day 
(including weekends). For a basic guide on how to write scholarly papers in history, I strongly 
recommend Rampolla, A Pocket Guide to Writing History. Also see “How to Read a Historical 
Document” in the African History at McMaster Website. 
http://www.humanities.mcmaster.ca/africanhistory/  
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Due Nov. 20. Weight 30% 
 
Changes and Modifications 
The instructor and university reserve the right to modify elements of the course during the term. 
The university may change the dates and deadlines for any or all courses in extreme 
circumstances. If either type of modification becomes necessary, reasonable notice and 
communication with the students will be given with explanation and the opportunity to comment on 
changes. It is the responsibility of the student to check their McMaster email and course websites 
weekly during the term and to note any changes. 
 
E-mail Policy 
It is the policy of the Faculty of Humanities that all email communication sent from students to 
instructors (including TAs), and from students to staff, must originate from the student's own 
McMaster University email account. This policy protects confidentiality and confirms the identity of 
the student. Instructors will delete emails that do not originate from a McMaster email account. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Statement of Academic Integrity and Dishonesty: 
McMaster University and the Department of History state unequivocally that it demands scholarly 
integrity from all its members.  Academic dishonesty, in whatever form, is ultimately destructive of 
the values of higher learning; furthermore, it is unfair and discouraging to those students who 
pursue their studies honestly. Academic dishonesty consists of misrepresenting by deception or by 
other fraudulent means and can result in serious consequences, e.g. the grade of zero on an 
assignment, loss of credit with a notation on the transcript (notation reads: “Grade of F assigned 
for academic dishonesty”), and/or suspension or expulsion from the university. It is your 
responsibility to understand what constitutes academic dishonesty. For information on the various 
kinds of academic dishonesty please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy, specifically Appendix 
3, located at: http://www.mcmaster.ca/univsec/policy/AcademicIntegrity.pdf 
 

COURSE SCHEDULE AND SEMINAR READINGS 
 
Week 1: (Sept. 11)  
Introduction 
 
Sept. 15 - No Tutorial Presentation – (but we will meet to review tutorial format)   
 
Week 2: (Sept. 18-21) 
Conceptual and Theoretical Debates: What are Human Rights? 
What are human rights? Upon which principles and ideas is the concept of human rights based?  

 Micheline Ishay, “Introduction” [Ishay-Textbook, pp. 1-10] 
 Alison Dundes Renteln, “The Concept of Human Rights” in International Human Rights: 

Universalism versus Relativism. [Courseware] 
 Brian Orend, “Basic Vocabulary and Core concepts” in Human Rights: Concept and 

Context. [Courseware] 
Primary Documents 

 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights [Ishay-Reader, p. 493-497] *Must read* 
 
Week 3: (Sept. 25-29) 
Universalism or Cultural Relativism? 
Are human rights universal or are they culturally relative?  

 Micheline Ishay, “Cultural Relativism versus Universalism” [Ishay-Textbook, pp. 10-14] 
 Anonymous, “Controversies and Culture,” The  Economist.  [Courseware] 
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 Antonio Cassese, “Are Human Rights Truly Universal?” in The Politics of Human Rights. 
[Courseware] 

 Xiaorong Li, “Asian Values and the University of Human Rights” in The Philosophy of 
Human Rights. [Courseware] 

 
Week 4: (Oct. 2-6) 
Early Ethical Contributions to Human Rights: Religious Humanism  
What aspects of religious thoughts have shaped present day notions of human rights? 

 Micheline Ishay, “Early Ethical Contributions” [Ishay-Textbook, pp. 16-34] 
Primary Documents 

 Micheline Ishay, “Religious Humanism and Stoicism” [Ishay-Reader, pp. 407-412] 
 The Bible (Excerpts) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 31-35; 50-52; 86-89] 
 The Koran (Excepts) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 35-37; 53-54; 89-92]  

 
Week 5: (Oct. 9-13) 
Early Secular Traditions of Human Rights 
What early secular thoughts and ideas have shaped present day notions of human rights? 

 Micheline Ishay, “Equality: Early Notions of Economic and Social Justice” [Ishay-
Textbook, pp. 35-61] 

Primary Documents 
 Plato, The Republic [Ishay-Reader, pp. 10-12; 41-42; 59-60; 75-78] 
 Cicero, The Laws [Ishay-Reader, pp. 15-19] 
 Magna Charta (1215) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 483-484] 

 
Week 6: (Oct. 16-20) 
Enlightenment Liberalism and Human Rights 
How did Enlightenment thinkers articulate the notion of human rights? What was the human rights 
significance of the French and American Revolutions? 

 Micheline Ishay, “Human Rights and the Enlightenment” [Ishay-Textbook, pp. 63-107] 
 Lynn Hunt, “They Have Set a Great Example: Declaring Rights” in Inventing Human Rights,  

[Courseware] 
Primary Documents 

 John Locke, “The Second Treatise of the State of Nature” [Ishay-Reader, pp. 97-99; 116-
120] 

 Thomas Paine “The Rights of Man” (1792) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 148-151] 
 
Week 7: (Oct. 23-27)   Class Test – Second Hour – Oct 23 
Slavery and Human Rights  
- Film: The Bible and the Gun (Examines the Atlantic Slave Trade) 
What were the human rights implications of the Atlantic Slave trade and its eventual abolition?  

 Shillington, “The Atlantic Slave Trade” in History of Africa. [Courseware] 
 Micheline Ishay, “Human Rights for Whom?” [Ishay-Textbook, pp. 107-116 / pp. 155-171] 

Primary Documents 
 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus 

Vassa the African (excerpts) [Courseware]; [Ishay-Reader, pp. 169-171] 
 Adam Smith, “On Slavery and Serfdom” [Ishay-Reader, pp. 171-173] 

 
Week 8: (Oct. 30-Nov 3) 
Human Rights, Socialism and the Industrial Age  
What are the socialist contributions to human rights? How did industrialization limit or expand the 
scope of human rights? 

 Micheline Ishay, “Human Rights and the Industrial Age” [Ishay-Textbook, pp. 117-155] 
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 Micheline Ishay, “Controversy over the Socialist Contribution and the Industrial Age” 
[Ishay-Reader, pp. xxiv-xxv] 

Primary Documents 
 Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto (1848) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 225-228; 231] 
 Friedrich Engels, Anti-Duhring (1878) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 198-203] 

 
Week 9: (Nov. 6-10)   Country Reports Due – Nov 6    
The World Wars, Self Determination and the End of Empires 
In what ways did the World Wars and the demise of colonialism mark a new phase in the evolution 
of human rights? 

 Micheline Ishay, “The World Wars” [Ishay-Textbook, pp. 173-199] 
 Micheline Ishay, “Controversy over the Right to Self-Determination and the Imperial Age” 

[Ishay-Reader, pp. xxv-xxvi] 
Primary Documents 

 Woodrow Wilson, “The Fourteen Points Address” (1918) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 308-310] 
 Mahatma Gandhi, “Passive Resistance” (1909); “An Appeal to the Nation” (1924); “Means 

and Ends” (1909-1947) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 315-319] 
 
Week 10: (Nov. 13-17):  
The Modern Human Rights Movement 
Film Clip - For Everyone, Everywhere (Examines the evolution of human rights) 
What changes and continuities in both the theories and practice of human rights define the modern 
human rights movement? 

 Micheline Ishay, “Institutionalizing Human Rights” [Ishay-Textbook, pp. 199-244] 
 Ronald Paul Hill and Elizabeth C. Hirshman, “Human Rights Abuse by the Third Reich”, 

Human Rights Quarterly. [Courseware] 
 Alison Des Forges, “The Ideology of Genocide”, Issue. Courseware] 

Primary Documents 
 United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 

(1951) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 492-493] 
 The UN International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights (1966) [Ishay-Reader, pp. 507-

513] 
 The UN International Covenant of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) [Ishay-

Reader, pp.  513-519]  
 
Week 11: (Nov. 20-23) Research Papers Due – Nov. 20     
Minority Rights: Indigenous People Rights and LGBT Rights 
- Film – Out of the Past: The Struggle for Gay & Lesbian Rights 
What are the human rights issues affecting minority groups such as indigenous people and LGBT 
groups - gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender? How have these issues been addressed?  

 James W. Zion, North American Indian Perspectives on Human Rights, in Abdullahi Ahmed 
An-Na’im ed., Human Rights in Cross-Cultural Perspectives. [Courseware] 

 Allan McChesney, "Aboriginal Communities, Aboriginal rights, and the Human Rights 
System in Canada", in Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im ed., Human Rights in Cross-Cultural 
Perspectives. [Courseware] 

 Martha C. Nussbaum, “Lesbian and Gay Rights,” in The Philosophy of Human Rights. 
[Courseware] 

Primary Documents 
 UN Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. [Ishay-Reader, pp. 

527-533] 
 
Week 12: (Nov. 27-Dec 1) 
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Human Rights in the Era of Globalization and Terrorism  
What are the implications of globalization and the “war on terrorism” on human rights?  

 Micheline Ishay, “Promoting Human Rights in the Twenty-first Century”, [Ishay-Textbook, 
pp. 246-313] 

 Bonny Ibhawoh, “Transformations and Constrictions: Globalization and Human Rights in 
the Third World" in Globalization, Development and Human Security. [Courseware] 

   Dana Priest, “Wrongful Imprisonment: Anatomy of a CIA Mistake”, Washington Post. 
[Courseware] 

Primary Documents 
 UN Declaration on the Right to Development  http:www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/74.htm 

 

 
Research Resources on Human Rights 
 
The University of Minnesota Human Rights Library Website 
http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/bibliog/biblios.htm 
UC Berkeley, Institute of International Studies, Human Rights Bibliography website 
http://www.hrcberkeley.org/bibliography.html 
University of Chicago, Human Rights Interdisciplinary Bibliography and Research Guide 
http://www2.lib.uchicago.edu/~llou/humanrights.html 
Professor Ibhawoh’s Human Rights Links 
http://www.humanities.mcmaster.ca/~ibhawoh/hum rights_links.html 


