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please change to “the movements of the body and the
face...” (missing an article and should be plural)

In his Confessions, St. Augustine Gallsimovement of the body and the face
and the tenor of one’s voice “the natural language of all nations”.! Unlike
films or photos, novels and short stories dealing with human rights abuses
cannot rely on the embodied or vocalized appeals for help that so often
move human action. This frees them up. tq‘lalgpe'al to a shared bodily vul-
nerability presumed by, but ot aften articulated tnfhuman rights discourse.
Building on work by Elizabeth Anker and James Dawes, I will examine
ways that a dual emphasis on bodily vulnerability and embodied, event-
based knowledge characterize what Dawes calls “the novel of human rights”.
The first part of the chapter will provide a brief overview of the intertwined
histories of human rights and novels dramatizing their protection or abuse.
The second is devoted to defining this subgenre, which is expanding tre-
mendously in the twenty-first century even as critics scramble to define it.
The third and final part draws on phenomenological ideas of the body, in-
tersubjectivity, and knowledge-without-certainty to describe an ethics of
responsibility operating in much of the fiction within this new genre.

The history that makes possible the human rights novel

It is hard to say when the history of the human rights novel should begin.
Saronik Bosu and Heba Jahama begin their “Chronology of Major Works
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and Events” in human rights history with the Iroquois Constitution, 1200—
1500.* Lynn Hunt argues that the advent of human rights literature came
with the advent of the novel itself, analyzing Samuel Richardson’s Pamela
(1740) as an early work of perpetrator fiction.> Samuel Moyn begins his
most recent book on the topic with the Jacobin conception of the welfare
state,” and one could analyze England’s contemporaneous Jacobin novels
as human rights novels because they target specific rights abuses.” The UN
Declaration of Human Rights from 1948 provides another obvious starting
point. And as Joseph Slaughter argues, “literary theorists writing contem-
poraneously with the UDHR tended to describe the novel’s primary virtue
as its capacity to represent [...] the problematics of social personality”, or
in other words the way an individual comes to be recognized as a legally
entitled entity within society and before the law.® This conception of the
means through which human rights might be achieved is very much aligned
with the 1948 Declaration.” Or perhaps we should look to the 1970s when,
according to some, “The human rights revolution occurred almost ex
nihilo” . Or the 1990s, by which time human rights had “become the domi-
nant moral vocabulary in human affairs”.’

Human rights scholars’ search for a beginning reveals an underlying
tension within the grounding philosophy of human rights: are they natural
or culturally constructed? It reveals tensions between rights as legally ar-
ticulated and forms of life that unfold within or outside the enforcement
of these legal protections. Although one could write a literary history of
rights advocacy beginning at any of these points, I would like to suggest
that human rights novels have become a discernable, global phenomenon
only in the last twenty-five years. There are three interlinking phenomena
that led to this rise. First, the precise language of human rights did not
begin to dominate international ethics until the 1980s and 90s. It is not
that the need for human rights was greater than it had been during the ge-
nocidal decades that came before, but that the world’s increasing globaliza-
tion heightened the sense that human rights problems were global,
species-level problems and needed to be addressed as such. As this chart
shows, use of the term “human rights” accelerated dramatically between

1979 and 2000.1°
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It was at this point that a broad, public discourse of human rights be-
came available for authors to appeal to and revitalize.

Also, the twenty-first century has seen a spread of what Adam Kirsch
calls “the global novel”, in which “individual lives are now lived and con-
ceived under the sign of the whole globe”.! The rate of reading novels in
translation is increasing. 7he Guardian reports that the “number of trans-
lated books bought in Britain increased by an astounding 96% between
2001 and 2015”. This is a reader-motivated more than a publisher-moti-
vated trend. “Translated fiction sells better, overall, than English literary
fiction and made up 7% of all UK fiction sales in 2015”."* Also, due to
increasing immigration rates and the globalization of Anglophone and
Francophone publishing practices, more novels by authors born outside of
North American and Western Europe are being read by audiences within
those privileged spaces. As contentious as this trend might be for writers in
minor languages,' it has created a recognized route through which stories
from places without the capacity to mass produce works of literature can
reach readers all over the world.

Finally, the last twenty-five years have seen a resurgence of historical
fiction, much of it portraying human rights abuses. This phenomenon has
been noted by Greg Forter and Hamish Dalley." They both label it “post-
colonial historical fiction”, but that demarcation might be both too large
and too small. New examples include Viet Than Nguyen’s 7he Sympathizer
(2015) and Vaddey Ratner’s [ the Shadow of the Banyan (2013), which in
their examination of the Vietnam-American War and subsequent Khymer
Rouge brutality engage intra-national violence and military intervention
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in and by sovereign states as much as the legacies of colonialism. Or Chim-
amanda Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2006), about the Nigerian Civil
War and Murambi: The Book of Bones (2000; trans. 2006) about the Rwan-
dan genocide. Beyond their post-colonial settings, what these books have
in common is their use of a genre associated with nationalism to make
trans-national demands for ethical remembering in the face of human rights
abuses. These novels may not evoke the language of human rights in a pre-
dictable way — Adichie’s characters long for “the right to mourn”, “the right
to self-pity”, the “right to name” — but they rely on a shared understanding
of what constitutes human rights abuse, not only the extremes of genocide
and torture, but also rights restricted by cultural normativity, like the right
to become a family.

The emergence of post-colonial historical fiction overlaps with the
emergence of human rights fictions, and although there are works in each
of these categories that lie outside the other, there are many works that
would fit into both. Since the genre is still emerging, it would be premature
to try to define it too rigidly. The narrativization of human rights struggles
in humanitarian accounts, journalism, films, and literature inflects readers’
understanding of what it would mean for human rights to be realized, so
if we understand human rights as a dynamic ideal instead of an already-
determined list, then human rights and novels about them are continuing
to define each other. James Dawes has written the most direct attempt to
define the novel of human rights. He finds the following recurring features:
“a justice or escape plot, with a cluster focus on violated homes, mobility
crises, and damaged families”, although he recognizes that some novels with
these features do not have the promotion of rights as a major concern.”
Joseph Slaughter focuses on the bildungsroman and demonstrates that bil-
dungsromane and human rights law presuppose comparable goals for the
development of the human individual in relation to society. In contrast to
Dawes and Slaughter’s focus on genre, Elizabeth Anker’s phenomenologi-
cally-grounded investigation aims less for a broad ranging definition, and
more for a thick description of a few novels selected on the basis of their
attention to the body. Anker argues that “liberal human rights discourses
and norms [...] yield a highly truncated, decorporealized vision of the sub-
ject — one that paradoxically negates core dimensions of embodied experi-



DEFINING HUMAN RIGHTS FICTION 187

ence”, but that “the literary medium might replenish and recuperate our
increasingly depleted cultural and social imaginaries” by renewing our
awareness of the body’s “many faculties of participation and belonging”.'®
I am more interested in the potential human rights literature holds for the
future than in their intertwined past of the novel and rights-based thinking,
but the historical relationships between them, as outlined by Slaughter and
Anker, suggests that novelistic reimaginings of human rights can help make
those rights a reality. I think Dawes is right to ask “what does the devel-
opment of human rights fiction as a genre tell us about the future of human
rights as a movement?”"” Dawes focuses on American novels because “the
political, rhetorical, and ideological function of human rights in the United
States has not only operated in distinction from but also often in direct
contradiction to the practices and conceptions of human rights” else-
where.'® Nevertheless, he ends his 2018 examination of the “US novel of
human rights” with the hope that his “nation-reifying argument will be dis-
mantled”, and I will try to make a modest and respectful start at doing that.

Defining the twenty-first century human rights novel

By calling human rights novels a “genre”, I do not mean to draw a boundary
around what future novels about human rights can or cannot do," but to
affirm what John Frow calls “a social life of forms”, a grouping of texts that
reflects reading expectations and a shared formal basis for innovation
among writers.”” The human rights novel cannot be referred to according
to character-driven shorthand the way that detective novels, spy novels or
piquaresques can. Although certain character positions do recur in many
human rights novels, seeing these characters in terms of their plot func-
tionality limits, rather than expands their capacity to involve readers in
sense of global responsibility for human rights, so I would not advocate
generic classification based on the plot-functions of particular subject cat-
egories. The trifecta of “savages, victims, saviors”, which Matua Matak ar-
gues that human rights discourse normalizes, is particularly problematic.?!
When people become only “subjects to be saved” the fulness of their po-
tential disappears, and saviors and perpetrator categories are simultaneously
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created, pre-prescribing goals for individuals in all of these subject positions
and inuring them in a hierarchical relation.”” The novels that Anker has
called “human rights bestsellers” reinscribe these subject positions in litera-
ture. On the whole, however, literary works complicate such reductive cat-
egorization, by inviting readers to contemplate the inner lives,
circumstances, and dynamism of characters. I would argue that this ten-
dency to push back against reductive subject categories is a defining trait
of human rights fiction. In Half of a Yellow Sun, for example, Ugwu can be
read as a victim of systemic inequality and kidnapping, and once he has
been forced into the army, a perpetrator of war-time rape. The narrator of
The Sympathizer is both tortured and torturer, both a refugee and an ex-
ploiter of refugee labor.

It could be argued that human rights novelists work across a variety of
levels of realism, with novels like Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005)
dramatizing rights infractions like the 1nternat10nal market for internal or-

pleasg change to “suggest.” Tqo much arguing in this sentence!

gans through the frame of a speculan uture, but ['would argue t%lat on
the whole, twenty-first century human rights fiction draws upon textures
of everyday life in the tradition of realism.” The great national allegories
of the late twentieth century (Salman Rushdie’s Midnights Children, Gabriel
Garcia Mérquezs One Hundred Years of Solitude, J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting
for the Barbarians) prepared the way for global human rights fiction, but
they function differently for at least three reasons. First, in focusing on the
nation-state as an enabler of human rights abuses, they divert attention
away from human rights protection as an internationally-shared responsi-
bility. Second, by using characters to symbolize broader movements and
tendencies within the nation, they minimize the truth-value claims of real-
istic fiction.?* Related to this, they convert the body into a boundary that
may be violated, an object that may be desired, or a collection of capabilities
that may be affirmed or denied, drawing attention away from the body as
a site of empathic identification. Cont mporary glqgré%g nrég}]lg%ﬁr% fon, e
tends, in contrast, to work in a realistic reglster They slow the pace to in-
clude conversations, which allows for a nuanced representation of speech
patterns, even in translation. They detail the direction of a character s gaze,
the position of a hand, the smell through a window in order to locate viol-
ent acts among what is possible in the everyday world.
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The “reality effect” created by these details gestures toward the possi-
bility of reference to a shared world without necessitating a restriction of
narrative truth to that which can be documented or verified.”® Although
realism has been derided in the past as incapable of conveying the world-
shattering effects of trauma, realism is used by twenty-first century authors
to convey the deadening repetition of violence in conflict zones. In Anils
Ghost (2000) by Michael Ondaatje, a doctor swallows a pill with Orange
Crush before commenting on a truckdriver who had been crucified to the
tarmac. The passage is worth quoting at length.

“We get a lot like this one [...]”

“Nails in hands?” [Anil] realized she sounded horrified.

“Nowadays we get everything. It almost a relief to find a common builder’s nail
as a weapon. Screws, bolts — they pack their bombs with everything to make
sure you get gangrene from the explosions”

[...]

“Just sleep and work,” Gamini [the doctor] yawned. “Nothing else. My mar-
riage disappeared. All that ceremony — and then it disappeared in a couple
months. I was too intense then. I'm probably another example of trauma, you
see. That happens when there is no other life. What the fuck do my marriage
your damn research mean. And those armchair rebels living abroad with their
ideas of justice — nothing against their principles, but I wish they were here.
They should come and visit me in surgery.”*

Marriage and research are reduced to “all that ceremony” and personal
trauma to just “another example” in a nation at war. The pacing, language,
and materiality of the scene are classically realistic, but their juxtaposition
with an overdetermined act like a crucifixion, with the language of trauma
and the evocation of ritual hint at meaning that used to be there, in reality
for this character, meaning that repetitive exposure to violence has now
made it impossible to believe in.

Finally, although human rights novels appeal to a trans-national re-
sponsibility for rights enforcement, they often do so through the tradi-
tionally nationalistic form of historical fiction. Whereas nineteenth-century
historical fiction featured a self-made hero of the “middling sort” who navi-
gated the differences of two culturally distinct sub-cultures battling for
dominance, twenty-first century historical fiction typically features one or
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more characters who focalize a story of political violence through the trans-
national standards of rights advocacy. These characters function as “transi-
tional figures” for the reader, having insider’s knowledge about the culture/s
in conflict, but working from values the human rights reader is assumed to
share.?” Anil is such a figure in Anils Ghost, Cornelius in Murambi, Olanna
in Half of a Yellow Sun. Also, in contrast to their nineteenth-century fore-
runners, contemporary historical novels highlight the failure of national
sovereignty, rather than its consolidation. But in chronicling civil wars,
genocides, or the structural violence of starvation, they complicate the idea
that state failure is a local problem, by linking it to cultural practices, cor-
porate intervention, colonial histories and the global media’s portrayal (or
lack of portrayal) of the crisis. These novels challenge the assumption of
autonomous subjectivity either by dispersing heroic acts and/or focalization
among several characters, so there is typically no “hero”.

Dawes’ choice to define human rights novels according to recurring
plotlines (justice or escape plots) or thematic foci (home, mobility, secrecy)
seems practical. In shifting from a national focus (US) to a temporal focus
(twenty-first century) for the genre of the human rights novel, I would draw
attention to another dominant plotline — the struggle to represent historical
tragedy. In addition to a rights-bearing transitional figure, many contem-
porary human rights novels feature aspiring authors, filmmakers, play-
wrights, and researchers who dramatize the difficulty of narrativizing
history. Sometimes these figures are the same as the “transitional figure”,
but in important cases they are not. In Half of a Yellow Sun, it is Ugwu, a
village boy and war-time perpetrator, who the novel portrays as destined
to tell the true story the Biafran conflict. The Sympathizer contains a brutal
critique of Apocalypse Now, picturing the Coppola-like director as driven
by fame and artistic pretentions to abuse refugee labor and override any

ossibility of Vietnamese self-representation, In making the attempt to turn

Wow! A whole phrase missing here. Sorry. Add “a focus of the plot i .
violent histories into ariithese works present questions about the ethics of

representing rights violations as still open. Human rights novels invite
readers to engage contemporary rights violations with empathy and im-
agination, but they also take unique risks. Readers from outside the region
being portrayed may know little or nothing about the events they describe,
so however fictional their plotlines, novelists face pressure to make the his-
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torical circumstances accurate. The memory-work these novels do is im-
portant, not only for representing the possibility of justice, but even for
providing a kind of justice. As Cathy Schlund-Vials writes, they “serve an
essential role, seeking through memory a mode of redress which necessarily
and evocatively falls outside limited legal and juridical mechanisms of in-
ternational intervention (e.g., the tribunal) and the violating nation-
state”.*®

In serving this function, human rights literature generally, and novels
in particular, involve readers in two legally-defined actions — witnessing
and protecting. Someone sitting on her back porch reading a novel may
appear ill-equipped to do perform either of these functions, especially for
people in other parts of the world, especially with regard to human rights
abuses that have already taken place. However, human rights novels con-
struct the reader as responsible for these actions through their bestowal of
pseudo-experiential knowledge and their appeal to what Augustine called
“the language of all nations”, the shared experience of vulnerable embodi-
ment. In developing these two ideas — that of the reader as witness and that
of the reader as embodied protector — I will turn to phenomenology.

The reader as witness and protector

For many historians and literary scholars, the language of testimony and
witnessing connotes trauma studies, particularly the psychoanalytical work
of Shoshana Feldman and Dori Laub. Without denying the value of their
work, I want to re-orient the language of witnessing, focusing on the figure
of the humanitarian witness and phenomenology’s evocation of the sub-
ject-as-witness. Didier Fassin claims that “a new form of humanitarianism
was born” in 1968 when in the midst of the Biafran War of Independence
Meédecins Sans Frontieres declared its mission was not only to offer assis-
tance, but also to bear witness to what it had seen to an international pub-
lic.? If this is true, then human rights novels portraying actual, historical
events of political violence function as humanitarian witnesses, also, and
render readers secondary witnesses. This claim has to be modified some-
what, however, to account for the fictionality of novels. Humanitarian or-
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ganizations must stick to facts in order to maintain their international auth-
ority. Because novels are written after the crisis of violence has passed, there
is no danger that they will compromise the possibility of humanitarian in-
tervention. But also, being fiction and arriving late to the scene, novels do
not portray a world shared between readers and characters in the way that
humanitarian narratives do. That is not to say that readers do not share a
novelistic world with characters az all, only that they do so differently than
fact-bound narratives.

The knowledge a reader gleans from a narrative based in facts is both
empirical and what phenomenologist Jean-Luc Marion calls “negatively
certain”.* This is true for novels and humanitarian narratives. In reading a
humanitarian narrative, autobiography, or non-fiction testimony, readers
interpret most of the knowledge they gain as empirical and verifiable. They
assume that narrative features such as place-names, dates, and numbers of
victims will match other retellings of the same events while recognizing
that the knowledge available to the author/s will be circumscribed by
human limitations such as not being able to be in more than one place at
a time and not being able to remember all of the details from any single
moment. While thinking about these narratives, however, readers also ab-
sorb knowledge that they can be certain they have gained without being
able to say, with certainty, what that knowledge is. Marion calls this knowl-
edge “negatively certain”. For him, negatively certain knowledge is the natu-
ral consequence of what he calls “saturated phenomenality”, the
phenomenon of being given more in a single event than we can take in.!
Particularly when an event is shocking in its violence or unprecedentedness,
we cannot anticipate it, cannot contain it fully in existing categories, and
cannot fully recall it afterwards. In spite of our inability to conceptualize
or even recall an event, we are changed by it, and the negatively certain
knowledge we gain functions in our acquisition of new knowledge, whether
we realize it or not.*?

For example, American potter Iris Barna was a renowned contemporary
folk artist, whose works have been featured in the Museum of International
Folk Art. A friend of mine commissioned some dishes from her for a wed-
ding gift, including soup bowls. When she received the bowls, they were
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others had sides as tall as her hand. It was not what she had in mind when
she ordered a soup bowl; had she not held the artist in such esteem, she
would certainly have complained. Six years after receiving the bowls, this
same friend went to Auschwitz, where the artist had been imprisoned. She
saw a square-bottomed bowl, deep as a hand. Since Barna’s pottery did not
typically refer to her history as a camp survivor, it seems unlikely that she
meant to make Auschwitz-style bowls, but the event of eating out of hand-
deep bowls operated in her acquisition of knowledge about pottery.

The event of reading or hearing any narrative arrives as a saturated phe-
nomenon and marks us with negatively certain knowledge. Whereas we in-
terpret factual narratives through a framework that discriminates between
what we know and what we feel or imagine, when reading novels that
framework is more loose. It is not so important to distinguish between
knowledge that we interpret as verifiable and objective versus the less con-
ceptualizable truths of ethics, fellow-feeling or the sense of justice having
been miscarried. Reading novels, we absorb negatively certain knowledge
that exceeds conceptualization simultaneously with historically verifiable
facts, and although we may sense that a place-name or date is accurate and
may look it up elsewhere to verify its factuality later, the truth of a novel’s
facts is not as important as the deeper, less certain truths novels invite us to
think about.

Novel readers, then, become a particular kind of witness. Their knowl-
edge has the dirt still stuck in its roots, so to speak. Such knowledge cannot
be separated from the anxiety or gratification we may have felt on behalf
of certain characters, or the moral outrage we feel at others. In contrast to
humanitarian witnesses, then, who run the risk of obscuring survivor-wit-
nesses voices in presuming to speak on their behalf (however essential such
ventriloquism might be for the restitution of human rights), readers of
human rights novels know they are empowered to speak about but not for
those who lived through the conflict. Through the processes of interpre-
tation during and after reading, some knowledge gained from the text will
settle into conceptually-stable knowledge that, while often still open for re-
interpretation, functions as certainty in the acquisition of new knowledge
or interpretation of future real-life or read-about situations. However, there
will also be knowledge that readers know they possess because the event of
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reading a particular novel is now part of their unfolding life experience, but
that they cannot articulate because it remains impossible to conceptualize.
One primary basis for novel readers’ ability to identify with characters, es-
pecially in realistic novels, is the experience of sharing life in the flesh with
other people. When Husserl tried to account for the phenomenology of
life with other people, he assumed that each of us, as the egoic centers of
our own experience, could only understand another person’s experience
analogically. Much writing about narrative empathy falls back on this
understanding. More recent phenomenological work, in contrast, conceives
of subjectivity as always already intersubjective. As Merleau-Ponty writes,
“perspectives blend, perceptions confirm each other, a meaning emerges”.%
Even lifeless things appear to us first of all as connected to a world where
we expect things to happen w1th other peoPle Only secondarily do we see
things in their materiality. This lectern t6 botrow an example used by both
Heidegger and Marion, appears first as a prop for someone’s lecture, not as
awooden box of such-and-such a size. Perspectives of other people not only
reach us when we try to perceive them; they operate in our perception of
the world constantly.

Furthermore, our perception of other people’s suffering does not wait
for us to decide to see it. If I see the face of someone in pain, that face
speaks “in the language of all nations” first. As I look at that person, I may
cast around to figure out what is causing the pain, or it may be immediately
obvious, or it may be obvious that I cannot know unless the person chooses
to tell me, but I will understand the presence of pain. Just as I might cast
around for a cause or a means of relieving the pain, I might try to summon
experiences of my past to try to imagine what that person is going through,
but this process of sense making via analogy occurs as a reaction to the per-
ception of pain, not as an essential ground. I do not experience another’s
pain as my pain in them, but immediately as #heir pain. The fact that the
person in pain might try to hide or exaggerate the performance of being in
pain only confirms the already-connectedness of that moment of seeing.
This ability to perceive pain as belonging to another person and yet invol-
ving us as soon as we see it provides the foundation for external character-
ization in novels. Descriptions of clenched hands or the grating of metal
cuffs against a wrist bring forward associated feelings without any passage


Cassandra Falke

Cassandra Falke
Should be “a” lectern.


DEFINING HUMAN RIGHTS FICTION 195

through analogy, but we do not experience those feelings as happening to
us.

Human rights novels evoke myriad questions about the ethics of reading
about others’ pain, but even the most exploitive counteract the tendency of
human rights discourse to treat the subject as disembodied or embodied
universally in the same way. Novels play on the body’s shared capacity for
feeling as a shared language. What a body “says” in that language is, like ver-
bal language, brought forth by singular circumstances, in a singular way, by
a singular person, with a particular history and a particular relation to a
shared world. When bodily pain and related hardships like hunger and un-
treated illness are experienced by characters as consequences of human rights
violations, readers begin to interpret who might be responsible. Who could
have prevented this? Who could relieve this pain? Since 2005, state sover-
eignty has been defined as the power and responsibility to protect citizens
from rights violations. This is opposed to the twentieth-century understand-
ing of state sovereignty as “an absolute principle of non-interference from
other states”.** However, human rights novels tend to portray relief from
human rights abuses as a responsibility shared within communities, by hu-
manitarian organizations and by an imagined global citizen. Hence, in 7he
Sympathizer, the narrator’s acquaintances hold him responsible for securing
places for some, but not all of them on an escape helicopter leaving an em-
battled Vietnam. In Murambi, a worried Tutsi father turns to his wife as
they sense the preparations for a massacre beginning, and says “‘Don’t worry,
Séra, the entire world is watching them, they won't be able to do any-
thing””.>> He holds the media accountable for publicizing even a threat of
violence and holds global media consumers responsible for opposing any vi-
olence that might start. Diop, Senegalese himself, reinforces the ideal of
rights shared by and enforced by all of humanity, relying finally on the image
of bones to reinforce the fragile materiality of embodiment all humans share.

Conclusion

Twelve years ago, Dawes asked, “What can [the human rights novel] teach
us, right now, about the work we must do today?”*® If we were to ask that
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again, today, I hope we would discover that twenty-first-century human
rights novels offer an underutilized means of education. They offer a kind
of knowledge that operates beneath and beyond the facts we can check
through standardized testing, an event-based experiential knowledge that
connects to “real life”, which is always intertwined with other people. I
hope, too, that we would see individuals as always more than perpetrators,
victims, or benefactors. I hope that we would recognize the indivisibility
of subjectivity and embodied life, so that survivors would be not be defined
by their experiences as repositories of special wisdom about life and death
or “subjects to be saved”.’” Neither are they primarily resources for the res-
titution of social order following conflict. I hope that human rights norms
would be reconfigured in light of globally shared responsibilities for their
protection, so that each human is not only a recipient of state-maintained
protection, but also an agent of human rights realization. If our students
are also agents of human rights realization, then it is our responsibility to
show them how human rights norms succeed and fail in the world through
novels that hail them as participants in that shared world. As Diop writes,
“all the beautiful words of the poets [...] can say nothing, I swear to you,

pleag)ef the fifty thousand ways to die like a dog, within a few hours™.* And yet
with along with his playwright protagonist, Diop “did not intend to resign
himself to the definitive victory of the murderers through silence”.® Al-
though we cannot say enough to defend human rights, we must start by
saying something.
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