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if i am interested in how the subject
constitutes itself in an active fashion through
practices of the self, these practices are
nevertheless not something invented
by the individual himself. they are models
that he finds in his culture and are proposed,
suggested, imposed upon him by his culture,
his society, and his social group.
— michel foucault, “ the ethics of the concern
for self as a practice of freedom, ” 1984
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Introduction

On August 13, 1948, Eleanor Roosevelt gave a major speech on human rights at
the Sorbonne in Paris. Twenty-five hundred people packed into the great auditorium to hear her, and she, the most seasoned of public speakers, confessed to
feeling “nervous and apprehensive.”1 Her fears were for naught and the address
was a success. The chair of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights
and former first lady persuaded her audience of the supreme importance of
personal freedom for human rights. She amused them with improvised stories
of Soviet stubbornness on the Human Rights Commission. And she introduced
a phrase that would come to shape present-day human rights policy. Speaking
of the need to see such basic rights as freedom of speech and freedom of assembly as more than abstract ideals, she proposed that they are tools with which to
craft “a way of life.”2
Human rights as “a way of life” is an interesting phrase, but what does it
mean? Roosevelt did not define or elaborate it in her speech, but it often comes
up in her later speeches and writings. Indeed, the idea of human rights as a way
of life is at the heart of her best-known remark on human rights: “Where, after
all, do universal human rights begin? In small places, close to home—so close
and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they are
the world of the individual person; the neighborhood he lives in; the school
or college he attends; the factory, farm or office where he works. Such are the
places where every man, woman and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity without discrimination. Unless these rights have meaning
there, they have little meaning anywhere.”3 The message here is that to be effective human rights must become integrated into the day-to-day of ordinary
people. If human rights are not nestled into the small places of life, they run the
risk of seeming remote to most people. They would have the air of abstract (not

to mention pious) principles. And they would seem to concern only great and
far-off institutions. We could say, then, that the viability of the human rights
project depends on whether it can guide us in everyday life. That is one reason
why Roosevelt advocated for human rights in terms of a way of life.
But there is another reason as well. It is less explicit in her work, perhaps,
but no less present or deeply felt. To appreciate it we must remember that
in addition to her many roles as human rights campaigner, diplomat, journalist, and social critic, Roosevelt also wore another hat: advice columnist. For
decades she wrote a monthly column, “If You Ask Me,” for the Ladies’ Home
Journal, advising readers on any number of topics, from politics to art to housekeeping. And late in life she wrote a short and much-loved book, You Live by
Learning: Eleven Keys for a More Fulfilling Life, in which she tries to answer the
thousands of letters received over the years asking her, in essence, “What have
you learned from life that might help solve this or that difficulty?”4
This vocation as an advice-giver shines through in Roosevelt’s reflections
on human rights and gives a crucial insight as to why it is so very necessary for
human rights to become a way of life. It is not only for the health and viability
of the human rights project. Nor is it even for the cause of justice or the improvement of the wider world. It is for the sake of the individual. Her view, her
advice, is that a person who lives according to the ideals of human rights—that
is, who uses the norms of human rights to shape their own personal outlook
and lifestyle—will be better and potentially happier than someone who does
not. A person guided by these principles will have a real chance, in her words,
to infuse their life with a “spirit of adventure,” a fearlessness in living that is
intrinsically rewarding.5
Roosevelt is important to the story I want to tell, but she is only one figure
in it. Many others also view human rights in a therapeutic light. Some are deep
in the past of the human rights tradition, such as Mary Wollstonecraft and
Alexis de Tocqueville. Others are contemporaries of Roosevelt, such as Henri
Bergson and Charles Malik. Today, this perspective can be observed in parts of
the human rights education movement. Naturally, none of these people see the
relation between human rights and personal transformation in the same way.
They respond to problems and pressures of their own place and time; they propose different values and virtues for human rights to help cultivate; and they
recommend a mix of practices and techniques to achieve their goals. But underlying all of them is a view that the ideals, norms, and practices of human rights
are a means to bring out the best in oneself for the sake of one’s self.
Care of the self is the main concept of this book. As we will see, it is a complex
idea and comes from the later work of the French philosopher and historian Mi[ 2 ] introduction

chel Foucault. The use I make of it, however, is simple to state. I contend that
several well-known figures in the human rights tradition advance human rights
as a means for individuals to concern themselves with, work upon, and improve
themselves. To use an expression that might sound glib at first, they see human
rights as a tool for “self-help,” one that provides strategies for people to become
more resilient, happier, fulfilled, present, loving, exuberant, and even joyful.
This thesis is counterintuitive. Very much so: it rubs against the grain of two
fundamental assumptions in human rights law, theory, and activism.
The first assumption concerns the goal of human rights. It is to protect people
whose rights are at risk of violation, and not to transform those people nor the
ones who advocate human rights. Whatever else human rights may be, there
is overwhelming agreement between scholars and practitioners, advocates and
critics, that the purpose of human rights is to protect all people everywhere
from severe political, legal, and social abuse. When, for example, we think of
the institutional world of human rights—with its covenants and conventions,
international courts, and small army of monitoring agencies—we naturally assume that its mission is to protect people and safeguard their dignity, autonomy,
security, or whatever fundamental feature of human life may be in jeopardy.
From this perspective, personal transformation seems like a distraction from
more serious business.
Things are even less promising when we turn to the second assumption. It
concerns, for lack of a better word, the object of human rights: other people.
Today human rights have become the standard-bearer of global justice. For
people from rich and privileged places, and especially from North Atlantic
countries where human rights have so powerfully channeled and shaped a
moral and political imagination, the cause of human rights is embraced as a
way to help other, less fortunate people. Thus, to suggest, as I do, that human
rights are as much about caring for one’s own self as for other people may seem
indulgent or just plain immoral. It appears to funnel a leading institution for
global justice into yet another kind of self-help for the already privileged.
There is no general way to allay these suspicions. Each of the main authors I
treat in this book envisages a different relationship between personal transformation and protection, and between care for the self and care for other people.
They also work from (and intervene in) different and historically specific understandings of what human rights are and do. Although they share a certain
core and minimal definition of human rights—as moral and/or legal entitlements belonging to every person—we will see that the specific human rights
concepts, laws, practices, and cultures vary from author to author.
Caveats aside, I wish to put forward two hypotheses. On the one hand, all
introduction [ 3 ]

of the authors I have singled out believe that protection and personal transformation, and care for the self and care for others, are complementary and mutually reinforcing. They never face the tragic dilemma of having to choose one
set of goals at the expense of the other. On the other hand, and this is crucial,
they also maintain that personal transformation and care of the self is not only
irreducible to the protection and care of others; it is primary and pursued for its
own sake. That is to say, each author considers, in the first instance, how human
rights can enhance the well-being, happiness, and power of individuals in and
for themselves, and how human rights entail, but only as an offshoot, protection and care for other people. Although there is no conflict between these selforiented and other-oriented goals, there is a definite and unexpected priority.
This book contributes to the field of human rights and to the study of the
care of the self. With respect to human rights, my goal is to demonstrate that
a past and present feature of human rights discourse and practice is to inspire
individuals to a new way of life and to care for themselves. To be clear, most
human rights authors and documents do not conceive of human rights in this
way. It is definitely a minority position! Nor do I undertake a comprehensive
survey of the care of the self in human rights. Additional authors, movements,
and events are pointed out for future study. This book is simply an attempt to
mark a facet of human rights that lies hidden in plain sight. I want to show how,
time and again at pivotal moments in the history of the tradition, human rights
have been claimed as a relevant, valuable, and even necessary answer to personal cares and troubles. Just as significantly, I also want to show how human
rights come to be anchored in the nitty-gritty of everyday life as a technique to
care for the self.
My second contribution pertains to the care of the self. As we will see,
Foucault developed this concept through a series of studies on ancient philosophy. Yet, for various reasons, he was skeptical that it could extend to modern
political thought, and in particular, to modern political philosophies based on
rights. He even warned against looking for the care of the self in the place I
presume to find it! Needless to say, I need to explain why there is room to see
his misgivings as hasty. But my goal is not to argue with Foucault. It is to suggest that human rights renew the care of the self for our present moment. Care
of the self does not simply not die out in modern and contemporary political
thought. By turning to the field of human rights, we see it thrive as one form
of response to social and political problems that wreak spiritual and personal
distress.

[ 4 ] introduction

Method: The Author Study
This book is made up of nine chapters. Three are general in nature and develop themes found throughout the book: chapter 1 introduces the concept of
the care of the self, chapter 3 anticipates objections to viewing human rights
in terms of care of the self, and chapter 6 addresses the relationship between
care of the self and social and political criticism and resistance. The majority of
the book, however, consists of chapters dedicated to particular authors who, I
argue, link human rights to care of the self: Wollstonecraft (chapter 2), Tocqueville (chapter 4), Bergson (chapter 5), Roosevelt (chapter 7), Malik (chapter
8), and contemporary human rights educators (chapter 9). To round off this
introduction, I would like to explain, first, why I have composed this book primarily as a series of author studies, and second, why I have chosen to discuss
these particular authors.
If the reader will indulge me a moment, I can best address the first question—why author studies?—by explaining how I arrived at the idea for this
book. A few years ago, I published a short work on the French philosopher
Henri Bergson titled Human Rights as a Way of Life. I wrote it because I felt Bergson had a very strange, but also strangely attractive, notion of human rights. I
will revisit it at length in chapter 5, but for now a one-line summary will do.
Bergson thinks that the purpose of human rights is to introduce all human beings to a way of living in the world—he calls it love—untouched by hatred. At
the time, I thought this was a genuinely unique position. Bergson talked about
human rights in terms of love rather than law, of emotions rather than practical
reason, and most of all, he emphasized the role human rights play in ameliorating the self rather than helping other people. The way he sees it, you should
live your life according to human rights not for the sake of other people, but
simply because being in love is a better and more joyful way to be. And this, I
thought, was an original take on human rights. “To my knowledge,” I averred,
“[Bergson] provides the first and only account of human rights as a medium to
improve upon, relate to, and care for ourselves.”6
I was mistaken. Soon after finishing that book I began to realize that Bergson
was not as singular as I had made him out to be. No one else saw human rights
in terms of his notion of love, that much is true. But stepping back from the precise contours of that notion, I have come to believe that several celebrated authors in the history of human rights are also fundamentally concerned with the
care of the self. This is the reason the book you are reading is written the way
it is, that is, as a series of author studies. Rather than focus on any one author
in depth, I have chosen to survey a number of them, as if to say to my reader:
introduction [ 5 ]

“Look, care of the self can be found here, and here, and here!” My author studies, in other words, are meant to build up a theme through repetition. Now
I’ve tried my best to make these chapters as accessible as possible, both in the
sense of not presupposing prior knowledge of any author, and also, I hope, of
being able to interest a general reader with wider discussions of human rights,
political thought, and ethics. But over and above any value my interpretations
of this or that author may have, the result I’m seeking is to be had by holding
them all up together in order to produce a cumulative effect. By showing how
often care of the self recurs in the history of human rights, my goal is to identify
it as a persistent phenomenon, one that deserves further scholarly attention
in and of itself, and that could also be tapped as a resource for contemporary
practice.
The next question—why these authors?—is trickier to answer. That is because the two reasons we might most naturally expect are ruled out. First of
all, in the coming pages it will become abundantly clear that no two authors
envisage care of the self in the same way. There is no one way to care for the
self using human rights, and the reader will not be able to flip to the end of this
book to find a model or formula that would state, this is how you do it. What we
will encounter instead are many different proposals about how to care for the
self with human rights, and perhaps more importantly, many different explanations as to why we might want to do so. Thus, although I claim that care of the
self is a persistent phenomenon in human rights, it is undoubtedly a plural one
as well. The authors I discuss in this book are not connected by a shared sense
of what care of the self in human rights means, is, or does.
But neither, if I can express it this way, are they bound together in disagreement. To put it simply, the authors I have selected do not engage or even acknowledge one another. Setting aside the close and warm relationship between
Roosevelt and Malik, in all my reading I have turned up only a handful of passing references made by one author of another, each of which is dismissive to
boot. Thus, the plurality I mentioned a moment ago is not arrived at through
vigorous engagement and disagreement, as if one author (say, Tocqueville) recognized that a predecessor (say, Wollstonecraft) proposed to use human rights
to care for the self in this way but that he recommends to instead use them in
that way. Not at all: the realization that human rights can be used to care for
the self takes on the status of a fresh insight for each author, one arrived at from
the perspective of their own historical moment, through a distinct intellectual
tradition, and to address a specific practical problem.
What does connect these authors? The glue is none other than the concept
of the care of the self. As we will see in chapter 1, it is possible to extract from
[ 6 ] introduction

Foucault’s later writings and interviews quite specific criteria as to what counts
as the “care of the self” in the traditions he is working through. I have used
these criteria to select authors. My procedure is straightforward: if an author
writing on human rights meets the criteria for the care of the self fully and robustly, then he or she is in. That is why, for example, I discuss Wollstonecraft
rather than Thomas Paine, Malik rather than René Cassin, and human rights
education rather than international human rights law. In a manner of speaking,
this might be called cherry-picking: I have made my case for care of the self in
human rights by selectively choosing the best exemplars in the tradition. This
is how I have attempted to constitute a new object of inquiry in human rights.
As I said a moment ago, this handful of authors is by no means a definitive list,
and readers may well discover additional candidates. That would be excellent:
the more the merrier! At the risk of repeating myself, my aim in this book is
simply to establish the continued presence of care of the self in human rights
and to propose that the value of human rights lies partly in the role they can
play in enabling practices of personal transformation and self-improvement.
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