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November, 2015

This  Allegra  week  will  be  devoted  to  a  theme that  we  have  not  previously
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addressed, namely the history of human rights. Furthermore, this thematic week
will be arranged in something of an unusual fashion in that we will focus on one
book alone: Revisiting the Origins of Human Rights.

To  bestow  any  individual  publication  such  massive  attention  is  admittedly
extraordinary. And there is a slight bias as to why we will do so: Allegra’s other
founder Miia Halme-Tuomisaari  is  also this book’s other editor together with
Pamela Slotte.

Call this academic nepotism or what-not, but there you
have it. Yet we hope that our devoted allies will admit
that we have not really utilized our beloved Allegra-
platform extensively to highlight our own work.

In fact, sometimes it feels that in the spirit of our collective academic credibility
we should do more of it! Why only this year almost every one of Allegra’s five
editorial board members has published either a monograph or an edited volume.

Perhaps  very  soon  we  will  thus  do  an  entire  week  dedicated  to  ‘Allied
Publications’, in the interest of also introducing ourselves better.

However, this week we keep our gaze more restricted. Yet, this is not solely for
the ability to embrace the Allegra platform for it is not merely ‘just another edited
volume’ that we are talking of. Or so we, the editors, claim.

Rather, Revisiting the Origins of Human Rights embodies a concerted effort for
an entirely novel approach for considering the history of human rights.
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In doing so,  it  taps  into  recent  scholarship on this  topic  –  produced with a
collective ‘zeal’  that some have also characterized as forming a real ‘frenzy’.
Whereas prior to the new millennium the entire field barely existed as a distinct
subfield of historical scholarship – this debate was for decades dominated by
(activist) international lawyers as we elaborate tomorrow – in recent years human
rights have become one of the fastest growing areas of research in political and
legal history and intellectual history.

Similar shift of emphasis over the past decade characterises developments that
we have also seen in the fields of anthropology, philosophy and theology – a joint
engagement,  to  use  Mark  Goodale’s  terminology  of  this  trajectory  within
anthropology, that reflects the position of human rights as the ‘idea of our time’,
of their position as ‘doxa’.

Photo by John Lemieux (flickr, CC BY 2.0)

For  historians  this  recent  engagement  appears  so  intense  as  to  be  already
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characterized by distinct ‘miniature phases’.  First came the voices who, as if
gently testing the waters,  pointed out among others how the phrase ‘human
rights’ was hardly in circulation particularly in the English speaking world prior
to the UDHR, thus calling for care in our collective inclination to read evidence of
the history of human rights in past eras.

This was followed by a ‘big bang’ of sorts through the publication of Samuel
Moyn’s The Last Utopia in 2010 – a book that forwarded the starkest ‘revisionist’
account to date, challenging all attempts at historical continuities and by contrast
suggesting that our collective gaze should be rather directed at  the decades
following the adoption of the UDHR, particularly the 1970s and onward.

That Moyn’s book arrived at an opportune moment for a scholarly field that was
‘ripe’ for the topic was reflected in extraordinary attention of both support and
criticism. Although the most intense heat around the book has by now passed, its
centrality  is  continually  reflected  in  the  this  debate.  The  book’s  impact  has
embodied itself also in the volume Revisiting the Origins of Human Rights, either
in direct references in many chapters, or as recognition of its publication by our
authors as providing key motivation to engage with the topic.

Suddenly  a  field  that  for  long  appeared  to  enjoy
spectacular agreement – or as being non-existent all
together  –  was in  flames,  with  heated arguments
flying in from all  sides to either declare this new
revisionist account as being right, or by contrast, as
wrong, as the worst kind of heresy.

Yet, this collective engagement had hardly begun with full vigor when parts of it
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appeared to fade away already. As if in search for an escape from the ‘prison’ that
the history of human rights seemed to form for some of its leading voices, focus
appeared to shift  more either towards searching for  alternative ‘stories’,  the
history of human duties or human dignity offering two plausible candidates, or to
question the entire meaning of this endeavor.

Thus various signs suggest that we may already be heading towards another mini-
phase,  namely  detachment,  to  return to  Goodale’s  terminology.  Consequently
now, instead of human rights, most intense vigor appears to be directed towards
other  discussions  on  intellectual  history  and  intellectual  dimensions  of
international history, including the histories of international government, empire
and humanitarianism.

The history of international law more specifically – a booming field long before
the ‘frenzy’ around human rights – has likewise remained vibrant, undergoing a
period of growth while concurrently becoming the source of some of the most
exciting scholarship in the discipline. In the history of human rights, by contrast,
emphasis has shifted to the post UDHR-era and the exploration of the global
phenomenon and its expansion.

https://allegralaboratory.net/


6 of 14

Photo by Kusurija via Wikimedia Commons (CC BY-SA 3.0)

Importantly much of this recent ‘zeal’ has not necessarily become extensively
known beyond a rather narrow group of ‘insiders’ in these debates. Thus via
this  week we wish to  introduce these debates  to  a  wider  audience within
anthropology and beyond.

We  set  things  off  tomorrow  by  summarizing  some  main  arguments  that
accompanied the shared endeavor that eventually became the book Revisiting the
Origins of Human Rights. In particular, we introduce the main features of ‘the
textbook narrative of origins’ as we have come to call the ‘story’ via which the
history  of  human  rights  has  customarily  been  told  by  activist  international
lawyers.

On Wednesday we expand our debate to address key themes, commonalities and
contradictions raised by the book’s individual chapters via glimpses of the book’s
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afterword written by Conor Gearty. On Thursday we bring this debate to life via a
video of the book’s launch, featuring in addition to ourselves, the editors, also
Martti Koskenniemi and Luis Eslava as commentators. The video concludes with a
panel chaired by Reetta Toivanen, and participated in also by one of the book’s
authors, namely Jacob Giltaij. This video will be accompanied by a short summary
of the event by Ukri Soirila.

We will  conclude this  week on Friday on a slightly  different  note:  we share
thoughts that have accompanied the book’s writing process, and discuss how they
mirror themselves against the pressures of productivity and quantified ‘impact’ of
our era.

Photo from pixabay.com

These thoughts convey an additional reason that motivated us to devote an
entire week to just one publication: they remind all of us to remember to take
time for reading, reflecting and thinking. The very things that academic work
should be all about – but for which we ironically have continually less time.

 

We are grateful for Cambridge University Press for collaboration and permission
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to reproduce excerpts from the book!
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Press.

Gearty, Conor, and Virginia Mantouvalou. 2010. Debating Social Rights. Oxford
England ; Portland, Or: Hart Publishing.

Halme-Tuomisaari, Miia. 2010. Human Rights in Action. Leiden; Boston: Martinus
Nijhoff.

Hunt,  Lynn.  2008a.  Measuring  Time,  Making  History.  Budapest;  New  York:
Central European University Press.

———. 2008b. Inventing Human Rights: A History. New York: W. W. Norton &
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