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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This course examines human rights in terms of their conceptual, political and practical dimen-
sions. Considering the ubiquitous use of human rights in contemporary public discourse, it is pertinent 
to ask what the “sociology of human rights” contributes to this field of study. How does sociology re-
late to the language and practice of human rights today, considering the skepticism that prevailed in 
the past regarding the limitations of a rights discourse? On the one hand, there has been a longstand-
ing critique of human rights agendas charged for abandoning the broader objective of distributive 
equality and global social justice, potentially even coopting the neoliberal upsurge of the previous dec-
ades. On the other hand, the sociology of human rights has matured and moved beyond the shortfalls 
of either normative or empiricist approaches. Contemporary texts that we are reading in this class are 
grounded in critical theories, postcolonial perspectives, and sustained efforts to decolonize human 
rights and embed those rights within a discourse on racial justice. The debate here is not only about 
how to (re)envision a critical, substantive, ethical, political approach to human rights, but also about 
the limits of the language of the human and humanitarianism. While human rights and humanitarian-
ism are not the same thing, the texts we read in this class demonstrate how intertwined their dis-
courses and practices have indeed become. This is arguably a broad and complex debate well beyond 
the scope of a single course offering. And yet we shall attempt to situate sociology within this debate 
as we discuss what specific contributions social theorists have recently brought forward and what new 
practices of human rights have emerged. 

Based on its contemporary social theory mandate, this course strives for comprehensiveness 
while also covering a range of theoretical approaches to human rights and humanitarianism. The se-
lected theories tackle known controversies such as social-constructivist vs. materialist approaches, 
‘rights discourse’ vs. normative discourses, universalism vs. relativism, liberal concepts of rights-bear-
ers vs. collective rights etc. The main motif is to expand sociological horizons to trace alternative gene-
alogies and critiques of human rights (discourses) that perhaps can open new avenues to examine in-
stitutional frameworks, political processes and socially produced ideas about personhood, self, and 
(historical) injury. Contributions from Black Studies and Indigenous Studies form key readings in this 
class and inform the conversation on human rights as a whole. I have also included the works of an-
thropologists, postcolonial historians, anti-racist feminists & queer theorists, and political scientists 
who help us conceptualize the genealogies of human rights in nuanced ways. Drawing upon such 
works, we shall review the potential and limitation of the sociology of human rights respectively, with 
reference to contemporary events of violence as well as structural violence. Each student will have the 
opportunity to relate theoretical perspectives to a specific contemporary scenario or historical context 
of human rights concerns and critiques.  
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

• Compare different theories of human rights and humanitarianism in sociology and adjacent dis-
ciplines and deepen your knowledge through empirical case studies, collaboration, presenta-
tions, and writing exercises 

• Evaluate the merit of different theoretical frameworks in the context of historical and contem-
porary case studies and public debates on human rights 

• Generate critical perspectives on the use of universal categories that inform the cultural politics 
of human rights through engagement with current research on human rights 

• Engage in open conversations with classmates and guest lecturers to evaluate human rights 
practices and advocacy in different contexts 

• Design a research paper on a select topic on human rights and humanitarianism  
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OFFICE HOURS 
My office hours are Wed 2:30-3:30 VH 2146. See the Zoom link on class. Email nijhawan@yorku.ca to 
schedule an appointment. Please feel free to see me during office hours for all course-related questions 
and any other issues that you’d like to discuss in person. For anything that requires preparation (such 
as reading a draft etc.), I need a minimum of one-week advance notice. Please do not expect any de-
tailed text-based feedback on an ad-hoc basis. 
 

COURSE EVALUATION 

In our first class, we will discuss the proposed course evaluation scheme and can make minor amend-
ments if necessary. Below, I offer a rationale for the different assignments and how they are meant to 
support your learning and participation in the course. I have reduced the amount due to the pan-
demic. 
 
Oral Components       40%   

Active Participation    (20%) 
Online Paragraphs    (10%) 
Short Presentation (& Handout)   (10%) 

Writing Components       60%  
Final Essay     (40%) 
Reflection Paper(s)    (20%)    

 
DETAILED INFORMATION 

 
Oral Components 

 
Active Participation 20% 
Informed and active participation is vital for a graduate seminar to succeed. You have opportunity 
each week to contribute individually and through collaborative efforts. I expect that your contributions 
are based on an in-depth engagement with the required weekly readings.  

You are encouraged to contribute to class discussions, no matter how “minor” or “major” you think 
your points are. I have witnessed too many times that students feel intimidated or remain silent, de-
spite having important issues to raise. Participation grades also reflect the ability to collaborate with 
your classmates and be respectful of and open to each other’s ideas, commitments and passions. Is-
sues raised in this course are potentially sensitive and controversial in nature. We will be mindful of 
this issue and make sure no individual monopolizes discussion space. 

There are further opportunities for you to actively contribute. Reporting your breakout room activi-
ties to class and volunteering to monitor zoom chat are such examples.  
 
Online Paragraphs 10% 
I ask students to post short weekly paragraphs in preparation of class. These paragraphs can be infor-
mal in tone and respond to specific questions that I will list under the weekly topic on eClass. Your par-
agraphs are an opportunity to formulate the main takeaway from a reading. They provide the starting 
point for our seminar discussions. Other students are asked to read your commentaries before class, 
so do them as early as possible. Our weekly seminar will include short Breakout Room session in which 
students can share their commentaries in small groups before reporting back to the class. 
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Short Presentation (& Handout) 10% 
Rather than presenting on the weekly key texts (your typical seminar presentation), students will only 
prepare a presentation on what I call “interlocutor texts”. Starting week 3, each session has a 2-3 in-
terlocutor texts assigned from which to choose. They are listed by priority. Please prepare a handout 
and time your presentation to 15min. 

Your presentation handout needs to include a concise, well-developed 250-word abstract (single 
spaced) that reflects the key contribution of the interlocutor text. Other elements (e.g., additional bul-
let points, illustrations, key quote etc.) are open but should include at least two follow-up discussion 
questions that relate to the weekly key text. The handout must be submitted to the Forum on eClass 
no later than Wednesdays, 11am, the day before your class presentation. We shall have a maximum of 
two presenters per interlocutor section plus 30min for discussion.  
 
 
Writing Components 

 
Reflection Paper(s) 20% 
I provide you with two options to submit your reflection paper(s). For Option A, please submit two 
shorter responses which comprise select readings from a thematic cluster. For Option B, please submit 
a single reflection paper that comments on several clusters (details see below). You will receive feed-
back and suggestions for improvement within two weeks of your submission.  
 
Option A: two reflection papers with a minimum of 1,000 and maximum of 1,500 words each (submit-
ted in double-spaced format, word count provided). Each paper comprises two weekly sessions, with 
the exception of weeks 1 & 2. Submission on eClass:  Paper 1 (no later than Feb 18), Paper 2 (no later 
than Apr 1, only sessions following reading week) 
 
Option B: one reflection paper with a minimum of 2,000 and maximum of 3,000 words. This paper 
comprises four weekly sessions with the exception of weeks 1 & 2. Submission on eClass:  no later 
than Apr 1. If you prefer mid-term feedback, I encourage you to submit the reflection paper in early 
March. 

 
In your reflection paper(s), you must demonstrate a close reading of the assigned key texts and relate 
them through arguments and concepts. Note: the inclusion of interlocutor texts is only optional and 
should never compensate for detailed comments on the required readings. You cannot draw on or 
replicate your own interlocutor presentation in a reflection paper.  
 
For the key texts, pay attention to the main arguments, methodology and specific sites of inquiry. Stay 
away from long quotations and instead provide short page references where applicable (e.g., Moyn, 
14 or Million 2013: 55). Reflect and expand on ideas in your own words, based on your own judgment. 
By all means avoid long text summaries. Imagine another student as your reader: someone who knows 
the main thrust of the debate and argument, but not your specific interpretation and engagement 
with the texts. I highly recommend drafting notes and individual responses prior to each session, so 
that you have a stock of ideas to draw from for the reflection paper(s).  
 
The following generic questions should inform your preparation for your reflection papers. You are not 
required to follow these in the writing. Rather, having an answer to these questions will help you write 
stronger reflection papers.  
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• What type of human rights issue/discourse is the object of the investigation? 
o To what an extent do they reference specific discourses and practices? 
o Does the text make any advances to our understanding of human rights? 
o Does/do the author(s) stay within sociological parameters or branch out into wider 

theoretical considerations? 
 

• What is the key methodology that supports this work? 
o Can you sketch the author’s logic of argumentation? 
o In what broader framework or paradigm does the author ground their work? 
o How is evidence understood, produced or referenced? 

 
• What specific understanding of human rights is advanced? 

o Is the term adopted, rejected, critically revised, problematized etc.? 
o What specific strategies are used to universalize or relativize the concept of the hu-

man and/or human rights? Are other categories meant to replace it? 
 

• In addition, you may consider questions such as: 
o How does the text relate to other readings in this class? 
o What academic readership might the text specifically appeal to? 
o What challenges did you face when working with the text? 

 
 

Final Essay 
You may choose any contemporary debate on human rights as your final essay topic. Your topic 
should be situated within the broad theoretical parameters of this course and build on a sociologi-
cal research question. The recommended essay length is 7,000-8,000 words plus references. Please 
choose a peer-reviewed, highly ranked sociological journal for your reference/author template (in-
cluding referencing style, key words, abstract, and word limitations).  
 
For sources, you may include: 
• A minimum of five course texts; with at least one of the featured key texts 
• A minimum of five on-topic research articles or book chapters; these may consist of a combi-

nation of peer-reviewed journal articles in established scholarly journals and seminal books or 
monographs published by a University press 

• Depending on your topic, list any additional materials such as official documents, websites, 
activist literature, photographic images or links to documentaries that you comment upon in 
your essay 
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WEEKLY TOPICS 
 
General Information 
• Bibliographical details for the required texts can be found in the reference section below 
• The majority of featured books are accessible through a stable URL link on eClass (See “Course Re-

sources”). For all others, I provide a selection of PDFs, complying with fair use guidelines. I am not 
requiring you to purchase any books, except for the eBook by Eyal Weizman (week 10). 

• Required weekly readings comprise selections from key texts only. “Interlocutor” texts are highly 
recommended readings. Most of these texts will be presented by students.  

• I have reduced the total amount of readings to adjust to the Covid19 remote learning environment. 
 
Week 1 || Course Introduction 
Jan 14 
EMPHASIS: We discuss all assignments, expectations and how the course is organized. In addition, I pro-
vide a first overview of the various polemics, concerns and questions that we tackle in this course. 

 
Week 2 || Outlines of a Sociology of Human Rights 
Jan 21 
EMPHASIS: An introductory lecture and debate on what constitutes the Sociology of Human Rights. We 
focus on supporters and critics of the Human Rights framework and chart what a critical approach in 
sociology entails. 
REQUIRED READING: 
• O’Byrne, D. 2012. On the Sociology of Human Rights. Theorizing the Language Structure of 

Rights.	Sociology 46(5): 829–843. 
 
RECOMMENDED READINGS:  
• Douzinas, C. 2013. The Paradoxes of Human Rights. Constellations 20(1): 51-67 
• Somers, M.R. and Roberts, C.N., 2008. Toward a New Sociology of Rights: A Genealogy of “Buried 

Bodies” of Citizenship and Human Rights. Annual Review of Law and Social Science 4: 385-425. 
 
Week 3 || The Subject of the ‘Rights of Man’ 
Jan 28 
EMPHASIS: A session that draws on Hannah Arendt’s argument on statelessness, the historical context 
of human rights discourse, and a critique of racism in the theory canon.   
REQUIRED READINGS: 
• Arendt, H. 1951. “The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the Rights of Man.” In: ibid. On 

the Origins of Totalitarianism. New York: Schocken Books, pp. 267-302). 
• Owens, P. 2017 “Racism in the Theory Canon. Hannah Arendt and ‘The One Great Crime in Which 

America was never involved.” Millennium: Journal of International Studies 45(3): 403–424  

INTERLOCUTOR: 

• Rancière, J..2004.  Who is the Subject of the Rights of Man? South Atlantic Quarterly 103(2/3): 297-
310. 

  



	 7 

Week 4 || Movements for Global Justice and Human Rights 
Feb 04 
EMPHASIS: A session that examines the link between social movements for global justice and a sociol-
ogy of praxis. Interlocutors in this session add a scalar approach to human rights (Nash) and a critical 
view on the role of sociology in the context of the internationalization of the human rights discourse 
(Cheah, Bawa). 
REQUIRED READING: 
• Kurasawa, F. 2007. The Work of Global Justice. Human Rights as Practices. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, pp. 1-47; 116-26; 157-70; 194-210. 
INTERLOCUTORS: 
• Cheah, P. 2007. “Posit(ion)ing Human Rights in the Current Global Conjuncture.” In: ibid. Inhuman 

Conditions. On Cosmopolitanism and Human Rights. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, pp.  
• Nash, K. 2012. Human Rights, Movements, and Law. On Not Researching Legitimacy. Sociology 

46(5): 797-812. 
• Bawa, S. “Women and the Human Rights Paradigm in the African Context.” In: Niamh Reilly (ed.). 

International Human Rights of Women. Heidelberg & New York: Springer. 
 

Week 5 || Indigenous Human Rights 
Feb 11 
 
EMPHASIS: A session that discusses concepts of indigenous human rights from two angles: first, a histor-
ical inquiry into the co-emergence of indigenism and human rights discourses, and second, an exami-
nation of trauma as major signifier, enmeshed in broader processes of power, truth and reconciliation. 
 
REQUIRED READING 
• Million, D. 2013. Therapeutic Nations. Healing in an Age of Indigenous Human Rights. Tucson: The 

University of Arizona Press, pp. 56-77; 90-102; 123-57. 

INTERLOCUTORS 
• Niezen, R. 2000. Recognizing Indigenism: Canadian Unity and the International Movement of 

Indigenous Peoples. Comparative Studies in Society and History  42(1): 119-148. 
• Simpson, A. 2014. “Ethnographic Refusal. Anthropological Need.” In: ibid. Mohawk Interrup-

tus. Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States. Durham & London: Duke University 
Press, pp. 95-114. 

• Coulthard, G. 2014. “For the Land. The Dene Nation’s Struggle for Self-Determination.” In: 
ibid. Red Skin, White Masks. Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition. Minneapolis: Minne-
sota University Press, pp. 51-78. 

• Carpenter, K.A and A. R. Riley. 2014. Indigenous Peoples and the Jurisgenerative Moment in 
Human Rights. Calif. L. Rev. 102 (1): 173-234. 
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Week 6|| Black Feminist Theories of the Human  
Feb 25 
EMPHASIS: This session introduces the work of Sylvia Wynter that evolves around the historical configu-
ration of the coloniality of ‘the human’. Interlocutors expand the discussion to contemporary debates 
on racial justice and anti-Black violence. 
REQUIRED READING 
• Wynter, S. 2003. “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, 

after Man, Its Overrepresentation – An Argument.” CR: The New Centennial Review 3(3): 257–337. 
Web. 

INTERLOCUTORS 
• Prasad, P. 2016. Beyond Rights as Recognition: Black Twitter and Posthuman Coalitional Possibili-

ties. Prose Studies 38(1): 50-73. 
• Rosino, M. 2017. “A Problem of Humanity”:  The Human Rights Framework and the Struggle for Ra-

cial Justice. Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 4(3): 338–352. 
• Mignolo, W.D., 2009. Who Speaks for the" Human" in Human Rights? Hispanic Issues On Line 5(1): 

7–24. 

Week 7 || The Colonial Judicial Field 
Mar 04 
EMPHASIS: Conceptualizes the colonial judicial field in the context of which the category of the human is 
defined vis-a-via notions of nature (context of labour), sovereign power, law and violence. A detailed 
and nuanced work of historical anthropology. 
REQUIRED READING 
• Esmeir, S. 2012. Juridical Humanity. A Colonial History. Stanford: Stanford University Press, pp. 1-

11; 21-106; 149-196. 
INTERLOCUTORS: 
• Anghie, A. 2006. The Evolution of International Law: Colonial and Postcolonial Realities. Third World 

Quarterly 27(5): 739-53. 
• Fanon, F. 1963. “Concerning Violence.” In: ibid., The Wretched of the Earth. New York: Grove Press, 

pp. 36-59 (first paragraph). 
 

Week 8|| The Global Politics of LGBTQ2S Human Rights 
Mar 11 
EMPHASIS: Conceptualizes queer politics in the context of post-1968 movements for LGBTQ2S 
rights. The guest lecture & interaction with Tim McCaskell’s work allows us to trace the shifts 
from radical queer politics to the mainstreaming of gay politics of assimilation, including homona-
tionalism. 
 
GUEST LECTURE: Tim McCaskell, Toronto Activist and Author 
REQUIRED READING 
• McCaskell, T. 2016. Queer Progress. From Homophobia to Homonationalism. Toronto: Between the 

Lines. (selections TBA) 
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INTERLOCUTORS 
• Waites, M. 2009. Critique of ‘sexual orientation’ and ‘gender identity’ in human rights dis-

course: global queer politics beyond the Yogyakarta Principles. Contemporary Politics 15(1): 
137-156. 

• Massad, J.A. 2002. Re-Orienting Desire: The Gay International and the Arab World. Public Culture 
14(2): 361-385. 
 
 

Week 9 || Humanitarian Governance  
Mar 18 
EMPHASIS: This session problematizes humanitarianism as a form of governance that is founded upon 
the professionalization of human rights work and what some call a human rights industry tangled up in 
politics and state-building projects.  
 
GUEST LECTURE: Rana Sukarieh, PhD Cand. Sociology, YorkU 
The presentation emphasises the humanitarian aid industry in Lebanon, a country that receives 
billions of dollars in humanitarian aid to help alleviate the problems faced by, and as a result of, 
the Syrian and Palestinian refugees, as well as the recent multiple economic, financial, health and 
security crisis. It maps the humanitarian aid industry, and problematizes the politicization of hu-
manitarian aid, by focusing on 1) the NGOization of the society 2) the social tension it creates 3) 
the construction of state policies 4) the use of refugees as a political tool by the state and the do-
nors.  
 
REQUIRED READINGS 
• Fawaz, M. and M. Harb. 2020. Is Lebanon becoming another “republic of the NGOs”? Arab 

Center Washington DC. http://arabcenterdc.org/research-paper/is-lebanon-becoming-an-
other-republic-of-the-ngos/  

• Kelley, N. 2017. Responding to a Refugee Influx: Lessons from Lebanon. Journal on Migration 
and Human Security 5(1): 81-104. 

• Mitri, D. “Challenges of aid coordination in a complex crisis: An overview of funding policies 
and conditions regarding aid provision to Syrian refugees in Lebanon”, Civil Society Knowledge 
Center, Lebanon Support, 23 May 2014. [online]: http://cskc.daleel-madani.org/paper/chal-
lenges-aid-coordination-complex-crisis  

 
INTERLOCUTORS 

• Fassin, D. 2013. The Predicament of Humanitarianism. Qui Parle: Critical Humanities and Social Sci-
ences 22(1): 33-48. 

• Salih, R. 2018. “Refugees and Cathartic Politics: From Human Rights to the Right to be Human. The 
South Atlantic Quarterly 117(1): 135-155. 
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Week 10 || Humanitarian Violence 
Mar 25 
 
EMPHASIS: This session launches a broader critique of humanitarian ethics and politics with specific at-
tention paid to the architectures of war and occupation. The history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
and the political implementation of human rights regimes in the post-1948 era feature as the main 
context for Weizman’s work. 
REQUIRED READING 

• Weizman, E. 2017 (2011). The Least of all Possible Evils. A Short History of Humanitarian Violence. 
London & New York: Verso Books, pp. 11-45; 105-52. 

INTERLOCUTORS 
• Cheah, P. 2016. “Resisting Humanitarization.” In: ibid. On Postcolonial Litearture as World Litera-

ture. Duke University Press, pp. 278-309. 
• Bhatt, C., 2012. Human rights and the transformations of war. Sociology 46(5): 813-828. 

 
 

Week 11 || Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail 

Apr 01 
 
EMPHASIS: This session engages with the “prevention through deterrence” scheme that is now widely 
common to fend of migrant workers and illustrates how an anthropology of structural violence chal-
lenges human exceptionalism and standard repertoires of culture that inform human rights debates 
FEATURE BOOK: 

• de Leon, J. 2015. The Land of Open Graves. Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail. University of Cali-
fornia Press, pp. 10-19; 62-88; 167-204; 238-79. 

INTERLOCUTOR: 
• Goodale, M. 2006. Ethical Theory as Social Practice. American Anthropologist 108(1): 25-37. 

 
Week 12 || Review Session 
Apr 08 
EMPHASIS: This session allows us to review some of the key contributions to the sociology of hu-
man rights, reflecting on the various critical lenses introduced over the course of this term. 
Course evaluation & discussions of your proposed essay topics will complete the session. 


