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HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVISM 280s 
 
 
Robin Kirk        Spring 2009 
rights@duke.edu       W-F, 1:15-2:30 PM 
         204 Friedl, East Campus 
         Office hours: Tu, Th 10:00-12:00 
          or by appointment 

OVERVIEW  
 
Students will begin with the basic texts that human rights activists use to ground and coordinate their 
efforts to promote human rights. Through the work of activists, we will examine human rights theory 
and legal grounding, the development of human rights as a practice, the history of human rights and the 
future of human rights as a political, cultural and social force. 
 
The focus of the class is how proponents of human rights used the tools available to them to advance a 
cause, successfully and unsuccessfully. In the course of pursuing respect for human rights, activists have 
also expanded, debated and sometimes fought over what we understand as “human rights.” Continuing 
the focus on how activists made practical and innovative use of the law, politics, the media, events and 
public opinion, we will look at examples from a variety of periods, disciplines and cultures.  
 
The course is designed to impart some of the skills activists use to further their cause. We will have 
three “campaign studios” on skills development: interview techniques, politics and punditry. The 
campaign studio on interviews will focus on techniques and will include mock interview sessions. In the 
workshop on politics, we will do a crash course in how the US Government, European Union and 
United Nations operate, develop policy and respond to outside pressure, as a way of learning how to best 
strategize to gain improvements in human rights. Finally, in punditry, students will learn the key to 
preparing effective, publishable written work that can reach a general audience and further specific 
human rights-related goals.  
 
In addition, each student will be assigned a day to present a ten-minute talk related to the week’s  
readings. This counts toward the class participation part of your grade. Please treat this as if you were 
giving a professional presentation – your preparation, familiarity with the subject, manner of dress and 
attention to time MATTER . Your classmates and I will review your performance based on these 
criteria. Before your date, please consult  “Public speaking Dos and Don’ts,” 
http://www.lifehacker.com/software/feature/public-speaking-dos-and-donts-161531.php  
 
Students are strongly encouraged to buy and consult E.B. White and William Strunk’s The Elements of 
Style, the best guide for writing in clear, effective prose. To be an advocate for human rights, it is 
important to write well and convincingly about complex themes and situations. The book is available at 
the Regulator. It is also on permanent reserve at Perkins (REF: 808.042 S927.E38) 
 
We will spend some time discussing individuals who have been influential to the human rights 
movement.  In this way, we will explore how histories, theories and the tools available to activists have 
been or are being put into play to further human rights protection. These individuals may be lawyers, 
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writers, poets or ne’er-do-wells, yet they are joined by a passion to ensure that the rights of their fellow 
humans are respected.  
 
We also have guest speakers and outside events. If you have scheduling difficulties, please consult me 
beforehand. 
 
REQUIREMENTS 
 
A typed, one-page response paper reflecting on the assignments for each week is due on Wednesdays. 
Appearance is important in human rights work, so please take advantage of a spell-check program 
before printing your response papers! It is best to do the assignments for the week – and discuss them in 
your notes – in the order that they appear in the syllabus. Your personal reflections on the materials – 
concerns, questions, observations – are important as is an engagement with the issues presented.  
 
Response papers count toward the final grade. 
 
Each student may miss one week’s worth of notes without penalty, but no late notes will be accepted. If 
you must miss a Wednesday class, please make sure your notes are handed in that Friday.  
 
For the mid-term, students will be required to hand in an 800-word opinion piece taking a position on a 
human rights issue that we have discussed in the first half of the course. Content is important, but so is 
creativity, attention to detail, brevity and familiarity with the issue and the audience you seek to 
convince. The mid-term should focus somehow on what activists plan, accomplish or believe to be the 
important issue, and include a proposal on what is to be done about the human rights violation at hand. 
In the past, students have written against the death penalty, meant for an Austin newspaper and to a 
Texas governor to declare a moratorium on executions; in favor of increasing the quota for European 
Jews fleeing the Nazis; and urging a revision of district-level middle and high school curricula in North 
Carolina to include units on local histories of segregation and violence (later published in the 
Greensboro News and Record). Please let me know beforehand what you plan to do and I will be glad to 
help you shape your approach. 
 
The final project is a team effort that addresses one human rights problem in a dossier distributed after 
mid-terms. Students will be divided into teams and asked to respond to an issue that relates to a real-life 
human rights dilemma. Outside of class, students will research the issue and meet with their team to 
prepare a fifteen-minute role-play and presentation that accurately reflects how real activists and 
interested parties would approach and react. The goal is to accurately reflect how the issue might be 
resolved in favor of greater human rights protection. Materials that reflect a nuanced understanding of 
the issue – posters, PowerPoint displays, short videos, mock press releases and conferences, secret tapes, 
theatrical outbursts, surprise guests and clandestine manifestos – are encouraged. In the past, students 
have prepared US Congressional testimony and outreach on human rights in Afghanistan; a travel 
business-focused outreach campaign on Cuba; a ComicCon convention presentation on raising 
awareness about Burma; a major press conference on human rights in Tunisia; and a strategy for a 
national campaign in the United States on violations within the juvenile justice system. 
 
There is no final exam or paper. 
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EVALUATION 
 
30 per cent Class notes and participation 
30 per cent Mid term 
40 percent Final team presentation 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I love my computer and my iPhone. But during class, I am not a fan of your computer, phone and other 
gadgets.  Discussion in this class is essential and that means paying attention. While in class, computers, 
cell phones, pagers, MP3 players, Game Boys, electronic chess, Sudoku, Jeopardy, Uno and Tamagotchi 
games and all other electronics must be turned off and put away. 
 
READINGS 
 
All syllabus material is available through Blackboard, in Assignments or Ereserves. All books and films 
are on reserve. Students are expected to view the films on their own time and include comments on them 
in their weekly class notes. 
 
The Human Rights Toolbox, http://www.hrweb.org/legal/undocs.html. We will consult these 
documents these documents frequently during the course of the semester:  
 
- Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
- Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
- Optional Protocol to the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
- Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 
- Convention Against Torture 
- Convention Against Genocide 
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- The Geneva Conventions 
- Convention on the Rights of the Child 
- Convention on Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
  
January 9:  
 
Bartolomé de las Casas, “In Defense of the Indians,” from The Peru Reader, pp. 119-122. 
 
Guamán Poma de Ayala images, in Assignments on Blackboard  

Mary Louise Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone” fom Ways of Reading, 5th edition, ed.  David Bartholomae and 
Anthony Petroksky (New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 1999), http://people.emich.edu/acoykenda/pratt.htm.  

January 14 and 16: Who is human? 
 
Adam Hochschild, Bury the Chains, Introduction, Chaps 1, 8, 9, 10, 14 and 21 
 
Fergus Bordewich, Bound for Canaan, Chaps. 3, 4, 6, 7, 16, 17 and 18 

Anti-Slavery International, http://www.antislavery.org/ 

The Commission to Study Reparations Proposals for African American Act, a bill by John Conyers (D-
MI), http://www.johnconyers.com/issues/reparations 
 
January 21 and 23: The case of South Africa 
 
The history of apartheid in South Africa: http://www-cs-
students.stanford.edu/~cale/cs201/apartheid.hist.html.  
 
Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela, A human being died that night, pp. 1-47. 
 
Alex Boraine, A Country Unmasked, Chap. 8 
 
Long Night’s Journey into Day, a documentary ( Lilly, DVD 7607): Long Night's Journey Into Day 
reveals a South Africa trying to forge a lasting peace after 40 years of government by the most notorious 
system of racial segregation since Nazi Germany. The documentary studies South Africa's Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC), set up by the post-apartheid, democratic government to consider 
amnesty for perpetrators of crimes committed under apartheid's reign. 
 
January 28: Albie Sachs 
 
Justice Albie Sachs will be joining us so make sure to be in the classroom a bit before 1:15 pm. Please 
take the time to listen to Justice Sachs’ talk at Yale, available at 
http://www.law.yale.edu/news/VideoArchive.asp (scroll down to April 12, 2002) 
 
January 30: CAMPAIGN STUDIO: INTERVIEWING SKILLS 
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Groome, “Interviewing Witnesses,” pp. 173-205.  
 
Nora Strejilevich, “Testimony: Beyond the Language of Truth,” Human Rights Quarterly, Aug. 2006, 
Vol. 28, Iss. 3;  pg. 701-713.  
 
“Always on the Run: Internally Displaced People in Karen State, Burma,” Peace Way Foundation, 
http://www.witness.org/index.php?option=com_rightsalert&Itemid=178&task=view&alert_id=42 
 
Owen Bennet-Jones interviews Archbishop Desmond Tutu: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/specials/924_interview_archiv/page6.shtml 
 
February 4 and 6: The modern human rights movement 
 
Micheline R. Ishay, “Human Rights and the Enlightenment,” The History of Human Rights (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2004), pp. 64-116. 
 
Mary Ann Glendon, A World Made New: Eleanor Roosevelt and the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, pp. 21-191.  
 
Dermot Groome, “Overview of Human Rights Law,” pp. 1-29. 
 
Ralph Bunche, Selected Speeches and Writings, edited by Charles P. Henry, Introduction and Chap. 15 
 
Jeri Laber, The Courage of Strangers, pp. 69-90 
 
February 11 and 13: World War II, the Holocaust and the Japanese internment 
 
Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz, Chapter 9 
 
Claudia Koonz, The Nazi Conscience, “Racial Warriors,” Chapter 10 
 
Ansel Adams, Collection Highlights, photographs at the Japanese Internment camp at Manzanar, 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aamhtml/aamhome.html. Please review the “Collection highlights” and 
compare them with the Lange work.  
 
Linda Gordon and Gary Y. Okihiro, Impounded: Dorothea Lange and the Censored Images of Japanese 
American Internment, images at http://www.japanfocus.org/products/details/2260. Please review the 
photographs and compare them with the Adams work.  
 
Judgment at Nuremberg (Lilly Library, DVD 4293): This Academy Award-winning film by Stanley 
Kramer stars Spencer Tracy as American judge Dan Haywood, chosen to guide a 1948 tribunal that is 
prosecuting German judges who contributed to atrocities committed during World War II. Watch also 
the special feature interview with screenwriter Abby Mann. 
 
February 18 and 20: Civil Rights 



Human Rights Activism   page 6 

 
Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,  
April 16, 1963, http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=100 
 
Bayard Rustin, “From Protest to Politics: The Future of the Civil Rights Movement,” Commentary, 
February, 1965. Reprinted from Down the Line, the collected writings of Bayard Rustin, Quadrangle 
Books 1971 http://www.blackpast.org/?q=1965-bayard-rustin-protest-politics-future-civil-rights-
movement-0.  
 
Taylor Branch, Pillar of Fire, America in the King Years, 1963-1965, pp. 41-103. 
    
February 25: Durham Civil Rights tour 
 

Meet at 1:15 at the Carolina Theater in downtown Durham 
 
Osha Gray Davidson, The Best of Enemies: Race and Redemption in the New South, Chaps. 10-13 
 
Durham civil rights material and Durham County Library civil rights page at 
http://www.durhamcountylibrary.org/dcrhp/index.html  
 
February 27: CAMPAIGN STUDIO: Writing opeds  
 
“Oped articles: How to write and place them,” http://dukenews.duke.edu/duke_community/oped.html 
 
Gilbert King, “Cruel and Unusual History, New York Times, April 23, 2008 (on Blackboard) 
 
Jeremy Scahill, “Our Mercenaries in Iraq,” Los Angeles Times, January 25, 2007 (on Blackboard) 
 
March 4: The Cold War 
 
Anne Applebaum, Gulag, Introduction and Chap. 24 
 
“The Case Against Pinochet,” National Security Archives, 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB125/index2.htm 
 
Juan Gelman, “Somata,” “XIII” and “An open letter to my grandson or granddaughter,” from 
Unthinkable Tenderness 
 
“Witnessing Marshall Meyer,” Josh Fiegelson, http://www.zeek.net/spirit_0506.shtml 
 
March 6: The Marshall Meyer papers 

We will meet in the Rare Book Room at Perkins Library on West Campus. Human rights archivist 
Patrick Stawski will show us the Marshall Meyer papers, which document Rabbi Meyer’s work. His bio 
is on Blackboard along with a link to the Meyer papers site. 
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DEATH SQUADRONS: THE FRENCH SCHOOL  (Lilly Library, # 4174) reveals that French 
veterans of the wars in Indochina and Algeria provided the inspiration, the training, and some of the 
intelligence that allowed Latin America's dictators to torture and kill thousands of their own citizens. 
Filmmaker Marie-Monique Robin traces the development of the theory of counter-revolutionary 
warfare, first tested Indochina and in Algiers (where 20,000 civilians died). 
  

Midterms due by the end of class on March 6 
 
March 18 and 20: The Death Penalty 
 
Sister Helen Louise Prejean, Dead Man Walking, Chapter 2  
 
Scott Turow, The Ultimate Punishment, Chapter 12 and 13 
  
Joe Neff, “Time of Death: The Case against Alan Gell” (Raleigh News and Observer, 2002), Chaps. 1-4, 
http://www.newsobserver.com/210/story/192028.html 
 
Deadline (Lilly Library 4505) : On January 11, 2003, in a gesture rare in the annals of jurisprudence, 
outgoing Illinois governor George Ryan granted clemency to all 156 inmates on the state's death row. 
Death sentences previously imposed on almost all the inmates automatically became sentences to "life in 
prison without the possibility of parole." This documentary addresses the issue of "life and death" that 
Ryan faced and how he came to make his historic decision. 
 
March 25: Outlawing War: Competing Human Rights Perspectives 

 
Class will meet in Franklin 240 from 12:00-1:30 pm for a Wednesday at the Center talk by Noah 
Weisbord, a Duke Law professor who also worked for the International Criminal Court in the Hague. He 
will discuss the debate among human rights organizations about where they stand on the addition of the 
definition of the crime of aggression, whereby political and military leaders can be held accountable for 
waging illegal wars. 
 
Prosecuting Aggression, Harvard International Law Journal, Volume 49, Number 1, Winter 2008, 
http://www.harvardilj.org/print/128 and on Blackboard 
 
“Fatal Strikes: Israel’s Indiscriminate Attacks against Civilians in Lebanon, a Human Rights Watch 
report, http://www.hrw.org/reports/2006/lebanon0806/ 
 
“Ken Roth's blood libel,” by Gerald M. Steinberg, Aug. 26, 2006, 
http://www.jpost.com/servlet/Satellite?cid=1154525949034&pagename=JPost%2FJPArticle%2FShowF
ull  
 
“The Attack on Human Rights Watch,” Aryeh Neier, The New York Review of Books, November 2, 
2006, http://www.nybooks.com/articles/19500?email 
 
Lord of War (Ford Library: DVD, #3883): "There are over 550 million firearms in worldwide 
circulation. That's one firearm for every twelve people on the planet. The only question is: How do we 
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arm the other eleven?" Yuri Orlov (Nicolas Cage) is an arms dealer who keeps his multiple identities 
and paperwork in a security container. His nemesis is Jack Valentine (Ethan Hawke), a dogged Interpol 
agent who cannot be bought. Yuri gets his big break when the Soviet Union dissolves. Yuri moves on to 
selling arms to the West African dictator of Liberia, André Baptiste (based on Charles Taylor). The 
movie ends by proclaiming that the U.S., the UK, France, Russia and China (the five permanent 
members of the UN Security Council) are the world's leading arms dealers.  
 

Yuri's Rules: 1. Never get shot with your own merchandise; 2. Always have a fool-proof 
way to get paid; 3. Never pick up a gun and join your customer; 4. Never go to war. 
Especially with yourself. 

 
March 27: CAMPAIGN STUDIO: POLITICS 
 
Samantha Power, A Problem from Hell, pp. 107-132 

 
“How to Lobby Your Legislator,” http://www.lwvwa.org/pubs/how_lobby_your_leg.html  
 
“I’m just a bill,” Schoolhouse Rock, http://www.school-house-rock.com/wav/bill.wav  
 
April 1 and 3: The Torture Debate 
 
“Want to torture? Get a warrant,” Alan M. Dershowitz, San Francisco Chronicle, January 22, 2002, 
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/chronicle/archive/2002/01/22/ED5329.DTL 
 
“Torture and Terrorism: Painful Lessons from Israel,” Eitan Felner, in Torture: Does it make us safer? 
New York: The New Press/Human Rights Watch, 2005, pp. 28-43. 
 
The Diane Rehm Show, “The Definition of Torture,” http://wamu.org/programs/dr/07/10/31.php.  
 
The Torture Question, a FRONTLINE documentary, 
http://www.pbs.org/frontline/video/share.html?s=frol02n4d9q7e. "The Torture Question" traces the 
history of how decisions made in Washington in the immediate aftermath of September 11 led to an 
interrogation policy that, in turn, laid the groundwork for prisoner abuse in Afghanistan, Guantanamo 
Bay, Cuba, and Iraq. Abu Ghraib has always been a terrifying place to Iraqis -- Saddam Hussein used it 
as his primary torture chamber -- but in 2004, when graphic photographs of U.S. soldiers abusing Iraqi 
prisoners surfaced, Abu Ghraib took on deeper meaning. The political firestorm ignited by the Abu 
Ghraib photos and the shocking revelations that followed resulted in 12 Department of Defense 
investigations. One of them, a commission of ex-defense secretaries, found that there were lapses in 
oversight in the Pentagon, but that the practices had not been condoned. The FRONTLINE documentary 
"The Torture Question" looks at the legal framework developed by Bush Adminsitration lawyers that 
provided the impetus for unprecedented rules for interrogating detainees in the search for "actionable 
intelligence." FRONTLINE follows the implementation of these rules from the battlefields of 
Afghanistan, to the detention facilities at Guantanamo Bay, to the horrific scenes photographed at Abu 
Ghraib prison in Iraq in the fall of 2003. "The details of what happened in those cellblocks between the 
U.S. soldiers and Iraqi detainees are well known," says producer/director Michael Kirk, "but how and 
why it happened is what took us into the heart of Abu Ghraib." 
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April 8 and 10: International Justice and Truth Commissions  
 
Executive Summary, Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
http://www.greensborotrc.org/exec_summary.pdf  
 
Interview with Salomon Lerner, chair, Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
http://www.icrc.org/Web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/review-862-p225/$File/irrc_862_Lerner.pdf.  
 
Rosalind Shaw, “Rethinking Truth and Reconciliation Commissions: Lessons from Sierra Leone,” U.S. 
Institute of Peace Special Report, February 2005, http://www.usip.org/pubs/specialreports/sr130.html  
 
Death and the Maiden (Lilly Library, DVD 3617): Fifteen years ago, Paulina Escobar had her life 
shattered when she was taken prisoner and tortured by a sadistic doctor. Now, through a chance 
encounter, she may have found the man responsible for her nightmares and tonight he’s going to pay. 
But how far will she go to get even? And how can she be sure, after so many years, that she has found 
the right man? 
 
April 15 and 17: Team presentations (10-12 minutes each) 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL 
 
Students interested in web resources on human rights may find the following sites helpful. This list is 
not exhaustive, but should give students an idea of the kinds of resources available; most contain links to 
other sites and you are strongly encouraged to wander. 
http://www.amnesty.org/ (Amnesty International) 
http://www.hrw.org/ (Human Rights Watch)  
http://www.unhchr.ch/ (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner on Human Rights)  
http://www.unhcr.ch/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home (UN High Commissioner for Refugees) 
http://www.un.org/icty/ (International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia) 
http://www.ictj.org/ (International Center for Transitional Justice) 
http://www.antislavery.org/, Anti-Slavery International 
 
Online research resources: 
 
Human Rights Quarterly 
Human Rights Dialogue 
UN Human Development Report 
Minnesota Human Rights Library 
Project DIANA at Yale University  
Women's Human Rights Resources 
U.S. State Department Country Reports on Human Rights 
UN page for the Vienna World Conference on Human Rights 
5 Year Review of the Vienna World Conference on Human Rights 
Foreign Affairs Online (links to sites in international law, human rights, and the UN) 
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