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Universität Bremen Winter Semester 2024/25 
FB 8 
Institut für Politikwissenschaft 
Peter Mayer 
phone: (0421) 218-67483 
email: prmayer@uni-bremen.de 
office hours: Wed 14.00-15.00 hrs. (UNICOM 7.2180) and by appointment 
 
 
 
 BA Political Science Pol-M10 
 
 Seminar: Philosophy of Human Rights 
 

Fr 10-12, UNICOM 3.0210 Seminar Room 2 
 
 
Goals 
 
The text-centered seminar looks at philosophical interpretations of, and responses to, human 
rights. Questions we will address include the following: What are human rights? How can hu-
man rights be justified? How should (and how shouldn’t) human rights be promoted and en-
forced? Which criticisms do human rights confront and what should we think of these criti-
cisms? What are alternatives to human rights? What are the implications of human rights for 
global governance in areas such as migration and climate change? 
 
Schedule 
 
Session Date Topic 

1 18 Oct Introduction 

2 25 Oct The Concept of (Human) Rights 

3 1 Nov Human Rights, International Law, and International Relations 

4 8 Nov Political Theory and Human Rights 

5 15 Nov Political vs. Social Rights: Debating the Scope of Human Rights 

6 22 Nov Universal Human Rights and Cultural Diversity 

7 29 Nov Human Rights and International Justice I 

8 6 Dec Human Rights and International Justice II 

9 13 Dec Human Rights and Migration 

10 20 Dec Human Rights and Climate Change 

11 10 Jan Group Rights: The Case of Secession 

12 17 Jan Humanitarian Intervention 

13 24 Jan Human Rights and Moral Philosophy 

14 31 Jan Conclusion 
 

mailto:prmayer@uni-bremen.de
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Requirements 
 
All participants are expected to read and think through the assigned texts in preparation of the 
sessions. Participation without reading will not be beneficial. 

• 6 CP (TP 1, GS): term paper (15-20 pp.) or oral exam (30 min.) 
• 3 CP (TP 2, GS): presentation (15-20 min.) with written elaboration (5 pp.) or short term 

paper (8-10 pp.) 
Students who wish to obtain 6 CP in this seminar can claim a 5-page “rebate” for the term paper 
by volunteering for an oral presentation (without written elaboration). (This is just an option, 
however. A term paper of just 10 pages is fine in this case, but so is one whose length is closer to 
or within the normal range of 15 to 20 pages.) 
 
Note that the page numbers given above assume that the papers are formatted according to the 
rules laid down in the Institute of Political Science’s (IPW) “Kompendium”/“Study Guide” (sec. 
IV 4.1).1 The expected page ranges include the bibliography (references) and exclude the cover 
sheet, the table of contents, and annexes (if applicable).  
 
The “Kompendium”/“Study Guide” also includes the citation rules that students at the IPW are 
expected to comply with in their seminar papers (see sec. III 5. and 6. of the Kompendium or sec. 
III 2. and 4. of the Study Guide). 
 
Students are required to obtain my consent to their topic before they start writing. In other 
words, I may reject or downgrade a paper the topic of which I had not previously endorsed. 
 
Papers (including elaborations of presentations) may be in English or German and must be 
submitted via email by 31 March 2025. Likewise, oral exams may be taken in English or German. 
Students who intend to use the seminar as a proof of proficiency in English (as required by § 3, 
sec. 6 of the BA examination policy [Prüfungsordnung]), however, must hand in their papers, or 
take the oral exam, in English. 
 
For more about seminar requirements see the “Additional Information” section on the Stud.IP 
course site. 
 
General Literature 
 
Introductions, Overviews, Handbooks, Anthologies, Monographs 
 
Beitz, Charles R. (2009): The Idea of Human Rights. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Biletzki, Anat (2020): The Philosophy of Human Rights: A Systematic Introduction. New York: 
Routledge. 
 
Donnelly, Jack (2013): Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice. 3rd ed. Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press. 
 
Ernst, Gerhard/Heilinger, Jan-Christoph (eds.) (2012): The Philosophy of Human Rights: 
Contemporary Controversies. Berlin: De Gruyter. 

                                                 
1 The Study Guide is an abridged (and less frequently updated) English version of the Kompendium. The twin 
documents are available here. 

https://www.uni-bremen.de/ipw/downloads-service/downloads
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Forsythe, David P. (2012): Human Rights in International Relations. 3rd ed. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Forsythe, David P. (ed.) (2009): Encyclopedia of Human Rights (5 Vols). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Gosepath, Stefan/Lohmann, Georg (eds.) (1998): Philosophie der Menschenrechte. Frankfurt 
a.M.: Suhrkamp.  
 
Holder, Cindy/Reidy, David A. (eds.) (2013): Human Rights: The Hard Questions. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Ishay, Micheline (ed.) (2007): The Human Rights Reader: Major Political Essays, Speeches, and 
Documents from Ancient Times to the Present. 2nd ed. New York: Routledge.  
 
Janz, Nicole/Risse, Thomas (eds.) (2007): Menschenrechte: Globale Dimensionen eines uni-
versellen Anspruchs. Baden-Baden: Nomos. 
 
Menke, Christoph/Pollmann, Arnd (2007): Philosophie der Menschenrechte zur Einführung. 
Hamburg: Junius-Verlag. 
 
Menke, Christoph/Raimondi, Francesca (eds.) (2011): Die Revolution der Menschenrechte: 
Grundlegende Texte zu einem neuen Begriff des Politischen. Berlin: Suhrkamp.   
 
Nickel, James W. (2007): Making Sense of Human Rights. 2nd ed. Malden, MA: Blackwell. 
 
Nickel, James W./Etinson, Adam (2024): Human Rights. In: Zalta, Edward N./Nodelman, Uri 
(eds.): The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2024 Edition). https://plato.stanford.ed 
u/archives/fall2024/entries/rights-human/. 
 
Pollmann, Arnd/Lohmann, Georg (eds.) (2012): Menschenrechte: Ein interdisziplinäres 
Handbuch. Stuttgart: Verlag J.B. Metzler. 
 
Schmitz, Hans Peter/Sikkink, Kathryn (2013): International Human Rights. In: Carlsnaes, Wal-
ter/Risse, Thomas/Simmons, Beth A. (eds.): Handbook of International Relations. 2nd ed. Los 
Angeles, CA: Sage, 827-851. 
 
Shute, Stephen/Hurley, Susan (eds.) (1993): On Human Rights. The Oxford Amnesty Lectures 
1993. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Steiner, Henry J./Alston, Philip/Goodman, Ryan (2007): International Human Rights in Context: 
Law, Politics, Morals. 3rd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
 

Internet Sources 
 
Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs (http://www.carnegiecouncil.org) 
 
Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://www.iep.utm.edu) 
 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://plato.stanford.edu) 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2024/entries/rights-human/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2024/entries/rights-human/
http://www.carnegiecouncil.org/
http://www.iep.utm.edu/
http://plato.stanford.edu/
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Required and Further Reading 
 
18 October 2024 
 
1 – Introduction  
 
Recommended reading: 
 
Nickel, James W./Etinson, Adam (2024): Human Rights. In: Zalta, Edward N./Nodelman, Uri 
(eds.): The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2024 Edition). https://plato.stanford.ed 
u/archives/fall2024/entries/rights-human/. 
 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948) (United Nations General Assembly 
Res. 217 A). https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights  
 
25 October 2024 
 
2 – The Concept of (Human) Rights 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Almond, Brenda (1991): Rights. In: Singer, Peter (ed.): A Companion to Ethics. Oxford: Black-
well, 259-269. 
 
Nickel, James W. (2001): Human Rights. In: Becker, Lawrence C./Becker, Charlotte B. (eds.): 
Encyclopedia of Ethics, Vol. 2. 2nd ed. New York: Routledge, 796-800.  
 
1 November 2024 
 
3 – Human Rights and International Relations 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Donnelly, Jack (2017): Human Rights. In: Baylis, John/Smith, Steve/Owens, Patricia (eds.): The 
Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations. 7th ed. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 496-513. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Donnelly, Jack (2013): Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice. 3rd ed. Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, part IV. 
 
Risse, Thomas/Ropp, Stephen C./Sikkink, Kathryn (eds.) (2013): The Persistent Power of Hu-
man Rights: From Commitment to Compliance. New York: Cambridge University Press.  
 
Schmitz, Hans Peter/Sikkink, Kathryn (2013): International Human Rights. In: Carlsnaes, Wal-
ter/Risse, Thomas/Simmons, Beth A. (eds.): Handbook of International Relations. 2nd ed. Los 
Angeles, CA: Sage, 827-851. 
 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2024/entries/rights-human/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2024/entries/rights-human/
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
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Simmons, Beth A. (2009): Mobilizing for Human Rights: International Law in Domestic Poli-
tics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
 
8 November 2024 
 
4 – Political Theory and Human Rights 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Lukes, Steven (1993): Five Fables about Human Rights. In: Shute, Stephen/Hurley, Susan 
(eds.): On Human Rights. The Oxford Amnesty Lectures 1993. New York: Basic Books, 19-40. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Kymlicka, Will (2002): Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Introduction. 2nd edn. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Mendus, Susan (1995): Human Rights in Political Theory. In: Political Studies, 43 (1), 10-24. 
 

15 November 2024 
 
5 – Political vs. Social Rights: Debating the Scope of Human Rights 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Cranston, Maurice (1967): Human Rights, Real and Supposed. In: Raphael, D. D. (ed.): Politi-
cal Theory and the Rights of Man, Bloomington/London: Indiana University Press, 43-53. 
 
Shue, Henry (2020): Basic Rights: Subsistence, Affluence, and U.S. Foreign Policy. 3rd ed. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, ch. 1. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Beitz, Charles R./Goodin, Robert E. (eds.) (2011): Global Basic Rights. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press. 
 
Cranston, Maurice (1983): Are There Any Human Rights? In: Daedalus, 112 (4), 1–17. 
 
2 November 2024 
 
6 – Universal Human Rights and Cultural Diversity 
 
Required Reading: 
 
The Executive Board of the American Anthropological Association [Melville J. Herskovits] 
(1947): Statement on Human Rights. In: American Anthropologist, 49 (4), 539-543. 
 
Okin, Susan Moller (1998): Feminism, Women’s Human Rights, and Cultural Differences. In: 
Hypatia, 13 (2), 32-52. 
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Further Reading: 
 
Cohen, Joshua (2004): Minimalism About Human Rights: The Most We Can Hope For? In: 
Journal of Political Philosophy, 12 (2), 190-213. 
 
Jaggar, Alison M. (2008): “Saving Amina”: Global Justice for Women and Intercultural Dia-
logue. In: Pogge, Thomas/Horton, Keith (eds.): Global Ethics: Seminal Essays. St. Paul, MN: 
Paragon House, 565-603. 
 
Nussbaum, Martha C. (1995): Human Capabilities, Female Human Beings. In: Nussbaum, Mar-
tha C./Glover, Jonathan (eds.): Women, Culture, and Development: A Study of Human Capa-
bilities. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 61-104. 
 
Okin, Susan Moller (1999): Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press. 
 
Taylor, Charles (2008): Conditions of an Unforced Consensus on Human Rights. In: Pogge, 
Thomas/Horton, Keith (eds.): Global Ethics: Seminal Essays. St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 
405-430. 
 
29 November 2024 
 
7 – Human Rights and International Justice I 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Rawls, John (1993): The Law of Peoples. In: Shute, Stephen/Hurley, Susan (eds.): On Human 
Rights: The Oxford Amnesty Lectures 1993. New York: Basic Books, 41-82. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Beitz, Charles R. (2004): Human Rights and the Law of Peoples. In: Chatterjee, Deen K. (ed.): 
The Ethics of Assistance: Morality and the Distant Needy. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 193-214. 
 
Martin, Rex/Reidy, David A. (eds.) (2008): Rawls’s Law of Peoples: A Realistic Utopia? 
Malden, Mass.: Blackwell. 
 
Moellendorf, Darrel (1996): Constructing the Law of Peoples. In: Pacific Philosophical 
Quarterly, 77 (2), 132–154. 
 
Mosayebi, Reza (2019): Rawls’ Menschenrechtskonzeption (§§ 10–12). In: Hahn, Hen-
ning/Mosayebi, Reza (eds.): John Rawls: Das Recht der Völker. Berlin: De Gruyter, 97-116. 
 
Rawls, John (2001): Justice as Fairness: A Restatement. Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press. 
 
Rawls, John (1999): The Law of Peoples: With “The Idea of Public Reason Revisited”. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
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6 December 2024 
 
8 – Human Rights and International Justice II 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Pogge, Thomas (2000): The International Significance of Human Rights. In: The Journal of 
Ethics, 4 (1), 45-69. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Jaggar, Alison M. (ed.) (2010): Thomas Pogge and His Critics. Cambridge: Polity. 
 
Kuper, Andrew (ed.) (2005): Global Responsibilities: Who Must Deliver on Human Rights? 
New York: Routledge. 
 
Pogge, Thomas (2004): “Assisting” the Global Poor. In: Chatterjee, Deen K. (ed.): The Ethics 
of Assistance: Morality and the Distant Needy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 260-
288. 
 
Pogge, Thomas (2008): World Poverty and Human Rights: Cosmopolitan Responsibilities and 
Reforms. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Risse, Mathias (2005): Do We Owe the Global Poor Assistance or Rectification? In: Ethics & 
International Affairs, 19 (1), 9-18. 
 
13 December 2024 
 
9 – Human Rights and Migration 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Miller, David (2016): Is There a Human Right to Immigrate? In: Fine, Sarah/Ypi, Lea (eds.): 
Migration in Political Theory: The Ethics of Movement and Membership. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 11-31. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Carens, Joseph H. (2013): The Ethics of Immigration. Oxford: Oxford University Press, ch.  11. 
 
Miller, David (2013): Border Regimes and Human Rights. In: The Law & Ethics of Human 
Rights, 7 (1), 1-23. 
 
Miller, David (2016): Strangers in Our Midst: The Political Philosophy of Immigration. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
 
Oberman, Kieran (2016): Immigration as a Human Right. In: Fine, Sarah/Ypi, Lea (eds.): Mi-
gration in Political Theory: The Ethics of Movement and Membership. Oxford University Press, 
32-56. 
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Wellman, Christopher Heath (2008): Immigration and Freedom of Association. In: Ethics, 119 
(1), 109-141. 
 
20 December 2024 
 
10 – Human Rights and Climate Change 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Caney, Simon (2010): Climate Change, Human Rights and Moral Thresholds. In: Gardiner, 
Stephen/Caney, Simon/Jamieson, Dale/Shue, Henry (eds.): Climate Ethics: Essential Readings. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 163-177. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Bell, Derek (2011): Does Anthropogenic Climate Change Violate Human Rights? In: Critical 
Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 14 (2), 99–124. 
 
Caney, Simon (2010): Human Rights and Global Climate Change. In: Pierik, Roland/Werner, 
Wouter (eds.): Cosmopolitanism in Context: Perspectives from International Law and Political 
Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19-44. 
 
Gardiner, Stephen M. (2013): Human Rights in a Hostile Climate. In: Holder, Cindy/Reidy, 
David A. (eds.): Human Rights: The Hard Questions. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  
211-230. 
 
Roser, Dominic/Seidel, Christian (2017): Climate Justice: An Introduction. London: Routledge, 
Taylor & Francis Group. 
 
Shue, Henry (2020): Basic Rights: Subsistence, Affluence, and U.S. Foreign Policy. 3rd ed. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, ch. 8. 
 
10 January 2025 
 
11 – Group Rights: The Case of Secession 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Buchanan, Allen (1997): Theories of Secession. In: Philosophy and Public Affairs, 26 (1), 31-
61. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Buchanan, Allen/Levinson, Elizabeth (2021): Secession. In: Zalta, Edward N. (ed.): The Stan-
ford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2021 Edition). https://plato.stanford.edu/ar-
chives/win2021/entries/secession/. 
 
Copp, David (1998): International Law and Morality in the Theory of Secession. In: The Jour-
nal of Ethics, 2 (3), 219–245. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/secession/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/secession/
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Jones, Peter (1999): Human Rights, Group Rights, and Peoples’ Rights. In: Human Rights 
Quarterly, 21 (1), 80–107. 
 
Margalit, Avishai/Raz, Joseph (1990): National Self-Determination. In: Journal of Philosophy, 
87 (10), 439–461. 
 
Wellman, Christopher Heath (1995): A Defense of Secession and Political Self-Determination. 
In: Philosophy and Public Affairs, 24 (2), 142–171. 
 
17 January 2025 
 
12 – Humanitarian Intervention 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Walzer, Michael (2004): The Argument about Humanitarian Intervention. In: Meggle, Georg 
(ed.): Ethics of Humanitarian Interventions. Frankfurt a.M.: Ontos Verlag, 21-34. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
Finnemore, Martha (1996): Constructing Norms of Humanitarian Intervention. In: Katzenstein, 
Peter (ed.): The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 153-185. 
 
Holzgrefe, J. L./Keohane, Robert O. (2003): Humanitarian Intervention: Ethical, Legal and 
Political Dilemmas. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Luban, David (1980): Just War and Human Rights. In: Philosophy and Public Affairs, 9 (2), 
161–181. 
 
Nardin, Terry (2013): From Right to Intervene to Duty to Protect: Michael Walzer on Human-
itarian Intervention. In: European Journal of International Law, 24 (1), 67–82. 
 
Walzer, Michael (1985): The Rights of Political Communities. In: Beitz, Charles R./Cohen, 
Marshall/Scanlon, Thomas/Simmons, John A. (eds.): International Ethics. Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 165-194. 
 
24 January 2025 
 
13 – Human Rights and Moral Philosophy 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Rorty, Richard (1993): Human Rights, Rationality, and Sentimentality. In: Shute, Stephen/Hur-
ley, Susan (eds.): On Human Rights. The Oxford Amnesty Lectures 1993, New York: Basic 
Books, 111-134. 
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Further Reading: 
 
Barreto, José-Manuel (2011): Rorty and Human Rights: Contingency, Emotions and How to 
Defend Human Rights Telling Stories. In: Utrecht Law Review, 7 (2), 93-112. 
 
Bernstein, Richard J. (1990): Rorty’s Liberal Utopia. In: Social Research, 57 (1), 31-72. 
 
Hoffmann, Thomas (2012): Richard Rorty. In: Pollmann, Arnd/Lohmann, Georg (eds.): Men-
schenrechte: Ein interdisziplinäres Handbuch. Stuttgart: Verlag J.B. Metzler, 83-86. 
 
Reder, Michael (2023): Gefühl der Solidarität statt Rationalität: Rortys sentimentalistische 
Konzeption der Menschenrechte. In: Müller, Martin (ed.): Handbuch Richard Rorty. Wiesba-
den: Springer Fachmedien, 901-916. 
 
Rorty, Richard (1996): Who Are We? Moral Universalism and Economic Triage. In: Diogenes, 
44 (173), 5-15. 
 
Rorty, Richard (2012): Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 
 
Shestack, Jerome J. (1998): The Philosophic Foundations of Human Rights. In: Human Rights 
Quarterly, 20 (2), 201-234. 
 
31 January 2025 
 
14 – Conclusion 
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