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The moment I encountered Shakespeare's wonderful speech that he gives to Sir Thomas More to quell a riot, something shifted in how I understood what we mean when we speak of human rights. Here was Shakespeare, writing in the margins of history, putting words into the mouth of a man who would die for his principles, and those words cut through centuries of legal doctrine and philosophical abstraction to expose something raw and immediate.

More's argument doesn't rest on natural law or divine command. Instead, it performs a kind of moral alchemy—he takes the mob's own fury and flips it back on them. *What if you were the strangers?* The question hangs there, suspended between threat and invitation. He's not asking them to be charitable to foreigners; he's asking them to recognize themselves in the very people they want to drive out.

This was the Shakespeare I knew from Shylock's famous retort: "Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions?" The same relentless logic that strips away the comfortable categories we use to distance ourselves from others. Both speeches work by collapsing the distance between "us" and "them"—not through sentiment, but through the brutal clarity of imagination.

Imagine that you see the wretched strangers,  

Their babies at their backs and their poor luggage,  

Plodding to the ports and coasts for transportation,  

And that you sit as kings in your desires,  

Authority quite silent by your brawl,  

And you in ruff of your opinions clothed;  

What had you got? I'll tell you: you had taught  

How insolence and strong hand should prevail,  

How order should be quelled; and by this pattern  

Not one of you should live an aged man,  

For other ruffians, as their fancies wrought,  

With self same hand, self reasons, and self right,  

Would shark on you, and men like ravenous fishes  

Would feed on one another

What struck me most was how this echoed Montaigne, whose essay on cannibals had clearly shaped Shakespeare's thinking. Montaigne wrote: "I think there is more barbarity in eating a man alive than in eating him dead; more barbarity in tearing by tortures and the rack a body still full of feeling, in roasting a man bit by bit, in having him bitten and mangled by dogs and swine... than in roasting and eating him after he is dead." He wasn't defending cannibalism—he was exposing the hypocrisy of Europeans who condemned distant practices while ignoring the cruelties embedded in their own civilization.

This convergence of minds across centuries revealed something crucial: human rights isn't primarily a legal framework or political theory. It's what happens when we fully deploy the capacities that distinguish us from other animals—our ability to imagine ourselves into another's suffering, to think beyond immediate self-interest, to use language not just to communicate but to construct moral worlds where empathy can operate across difference.

The mob More addresses possesses these same capacities. They can imagine being expelled, can understand what it means to be unwanted. But they've chosen not to use these gifts. Shakespeare shows us that the failure of human rights isn't usually a failure of reason—it's a failure of imagination, a refusal to extend our capacity for fellow-feeling beyond the boundaries of tribe or nation or creed.

That's why I wrote this book. Because in our current moment, when strangers again arrive at ports and coasts seeking refuge risking life and limb to escape persecution and poverty—the same question that Shakespeare has More ask—

Say now the king  

Should so much come too short of your great trespass  

As but to banish you, whither would you go?  

What country, by the nature of your error,  

Should give you harbour? Go you to France or Flanders,  

To any German province, to Spain or Portugal,  

Nay, anywhere that not adhere to England,  

Why, you must needs be strangers: would you be pleased  

To find a nation of such barbarous temper,  

That, breaking out in hideous violence,  

Would not afford you an abode on earth,

Shakespeare probes deep into the roots of what constitutes human rights—the right to an abode on earth, the right not to be subjected to violence, the right to be afforded a safe harbour to rest. More's speech reads less like historical curiosity and more like prophecy. The human capacity for both cruelty and transcendence remains unchanged. What we do with that capacity—whether we sharpen our knives or open our doors—still depends on whether we can imagine ourselves as the strangers at the gate.
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View Sir Ian Mckellen’s rendition of the speech here
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Chapter One: The Stakes of Being Human
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As a Jewish boy growing up in the London suburbs in the 1960s the child of a father who fought in the Second World War and a mother who  escaped the Blitz by becoming an evacuee when her family sent her to  foster care in Oxford, the shadow of the Second world war was never far behind.  The first playgrounds I remember were the bombed out buildings that surrounded our East London flats. The most powerful stories were war stories, and the most personal hung over my adolescence like London fog—the story of the Holocaust. It began not with violence but with bureaucracy: Jews lost the right to practice medicine, to argue cases in court, to work in government offices. When these professional exclusions failed to make the message clear enough, the yellow star appeared—a bright announcement pinned to every coat that its wearer existed outside the boundaries of normal society. The sequence of indignities then sped up like a downhill sled—. Jewish passports were confiscated, and just as soon as they were rendered stateless, they were escorted to railway carriages where their possessions were taken from them before being gassed in industrialized death factories. This was a narrative whose various horrific elements haunted my childhood at different times. My family's dinner table conversations rarely strayed far from a single, haunting question: how does a civilized nation convince itself that some of its people deserve to be, as the Nazis liked to say, 'exterminated.'

But the Holocaust, I would discover, was not history's singular moment of madness. It was one particularly efficient iteration of a pattern that stretches back centuries and forward into our present moment. Walking through Venice's Ghetto Nuovo—the world's first, where the very word "ghetto" was born—I found myself staring at the narrow windows of buildings that once confined an entire community. The Venetian authorities had their logic: Jews carried disease, they reasoned, but possessed commercial skills too valuable to waste through outright slaughter. Containment seemed the rational compromise.

In Barcelona's ancient Jewish quarter, now buried beneath layers of contemporary life, I learned of August 5, 1391—Saint Dominic's Day—when neighbors turned on neighbors with stunning ferocity. Hundreds died, perhaps a thousand, as ordinary people convinced themselves that their Jewish neighbors had imported the plague. The survivors faced a choice that was no choice at all: convert or face the same fate.

These mass conversions birthed the 'converso'—Jews who had adopted Christianity under the threat of death—but suspicion followed them like a shadow. Were they truly Christian, or were they secret practitioners of their old faith? The very existence of 'conversos' became intolerable to a society increasingly obsessed with purity. Spain's response was to codify paranoia itself: 'Limpieza de Sangre', the Purity of Blood laws that would exclude converted Jews from public life for generations.
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Massacre of the Jews in Barcelona in 1391, 

The Inquisition, established in 1478, hunted 'marranos'—those suspected of practicing Judaism in secret—with the methodical persistence of a state-sponsored witch hunt. By 1492, Spain had expelled every unconverted Jew within its borders. The Edict of Expulsion would not be formally revoked until 1968, as if the country needed over four centuries to recover from its own brutality.

Standing in these places where such systematic cruelty unfolded, I found myself confronting an uncomfortable question. Was there something inherently wrong with the Spanish, the Italians, the Germans—some genetic predisposition toward what Shakespeare might call "mountainish inhumanity"? The temptation to locate evil in particular peoples or cultures dissolves, however, when you recognize the pattern's global reach.

The machinery of othering operates with depressing consistency across continents and centuries: identify difference, amplify fear, dehumanize the target, consolidate power through division. It is perhaps the oldest political strategy known to our species, and certainly among the most effective.

Human rights, in this understanding, represent humanity's attempt to interrupt this ancient cycle. When we declare that all human beings possess inherent dignity, when we insist that certain protections cannot be stripped away no matter how convenient their removal might prove, we are making a radical claim against power itself.

The anthropological evidence supports our intuition: we are, quite literally, family—descendants of perhaps sixteen ancestral groups who emerged from sub-Saharan Africa to populate the world. Yet this same capacity for kinship that allowed our species to survive also contains the seeds of its greatest moral failures. The very mechanisms that help us form communities—the ability to distinguish between "us" and "them"—can be weaponized by those who understand that divided societies are easier to control.

Take the more recent example of Mohammad Rafiq who was harvesting rice in his village of Tula Toli when he heard the soldiers approaching. It was August 30, 2017, in Myanmar's Rakhine State, and the thirty-year-old farmer had already heard reports of violence from neighboring villages. When the shooting started, Rafiq ran toward the hills with his wife and four children. Behind them, their village erupted in flames.

"I saw them shooting people, cutting people," Rafiq later told Human Rights Watch investigators. "I saw them throw a baby into the fire." By evening, Rafiq's wife and three of his children were dead, and he was stumbling through darkness toward the Bangladesh border, carrying his surviving two-year-old son.

Three thousand miles away and eight months later, Stephon Clark was walking through his grandmother's backyard in Sacramento when police officers, believing his cell phone was a gun, fired twenty shots. Clark died where he fell, another Black man killed by American police, another hashtag in a movement demanding that Black lives matter.

On the surface, Clark's death and Rafiq's trauma seem to inhabit different worlds—one the product of systematic state persecution documented by UN investigators as genocide, the other emerging from centuries of racial bias embedded in American policing. Yet both stories illuminate the same troubling reality: the ease with which human dignity can be erased, and the fragility of the agreements—legal, social, and moral—that supposedly protect it.

This is what human rights actually mean, stripped of their lofty rhetoric and international conventions. It's the recognition that being born human doesn't automatically guarantee humane treatment. It's the acknowledgment that throughout history, societies have found endless ways to decide that certain people don't count, don't matter, don't deserve the basic consideration we'd extend to anyone we recognize as fully human.

The Rohingya have been denied citizenship for decades, rendered legally invisible in the only country they've known. African Americans have been subjected to four centuries of policies designed to limit their freedom, from slavery through Jim Crow to mass incarceration. Different contexts, different methods, same underlying logic: some humans are more human than others.

But the impulse to recognize universal human dignity isn't new, and it didn't spring fully formed from the ashes of World War II. Long before Eleanor Roosevelt chaired the UN commission that drafted the Universal Declaration, diverse civilizations grappled with questions about what humans owe each other simply by virtue of being human.

The ancient Greeks developed concepts of natural law that transcended the boundaries of particular city-states. Aristotle argued that humans were political animals whose flourishing required participation in community life, while the Stoics went further, proposing that all humans possessed a divine spark that made them members of a universal community.

When the Roman Empire adopted these ideas, they transformed them into legal principles. The Roman jurist Ulpian declared that natural law was "what nature teaches all animals," but Roman legal thinking evolved to recognize distinctly human capacities for reason and moral choice that demanded protection.

These weren't abstract philosophical exercises. Roman law, for all its limitations and exclusions, established principles that would echo through centuries: the presumption of innocence, the right to legal representation, and perhaps most importantly, the idea that law should protect individuals against arbitrary state power.

When Marcus Aurelius wrote in his *Meditations* about the "common city of gods and men," he was articulating something that would later find expression in universal human rights discourse—the notion that political boundaries couldn't exhaust our moral obligations to one another.

Islamic civilization, emerging in the seventh century, brought its own sophisticated framework for thinking about human dignity and universal obligations. The Quranic principle that "whoever kills a soul unless for a soul or for corruption in the land, it is as if he had slain mankind entirely" established the inviolability of human life as a foundational principle.

The concept of *haqq al-adamiyya*—the rights of humanity—developed by Islamic jurists recognized that certain protections belonged to all people regardless of their relationship to the Islamic community. When the Prophet Muhammad established the Constitution of Medina, guaranteeing protection for Jews, Christians, and other tribes, he was creating what contemporary scholars recognize as one of history's first pluralistic constitutional documents.

The Islamic institution of *jiwar* (protection of neighbors and travelers) created binding obligations of hospitality that transcended religious and tribal boundaries. In medieval Baghdad, Damascus, and Cordoba, this principle enabled remarkable cosmopolitan societies where scholars from different traditions could pursue knowledge together.

Confucian thought, meanwhile, developed its own vocabulary for universal human obligations through concepts like *ren* (benevolence or humaneness) and *yi* (righteousness). Mencius argued that all humans possessed an innate moral sense that enabled them to recognize suffering and respond with compassion.

The famous example he offered—anyone seeing a child about to fall into a well would instinctively move to help—suggested that moral obligation wasn't learned but discovered through reflection on our shared nature. Confucian political philosophy emphasized that legitimate authority depended on moral cultivation and the ruler's ability to care for the people's welfare.

What linked these diverse traditions wasn't a uniform conception of rights—that vocabulary emerged much later—but rather shared recognition that human beings possessed something that demanded respect and protection. Whether framed in terms of natural law, divine command, or moral intuition, these civilizations understood that political authority derived its legitimacy from how it treated the vulnerable.

The specific content of protection varied enormously across time and place, but the underlying principle remained constant: humans weren't simply objects to be manipulated by power but subjects deserving consideration.

The international human rights system that emerged after 1945 drew explicitly on these diverse traditions while trying to create universal standards that could speak across cultural boundaries. But the framers of the Universal Declaration understood something their predecessors had learned through bitter experience: good intentions and moral principles weren't sufficient to protect human dignity. They needed institutional mechanisms, legal frameworks, and enforcement systems that could respond when states failed their basic obligations.

Yet even as they created these mechanisms, the drafters confronted a fundamental tension that had plagued political philosophy for centuries: what obligations do political communities have toward people who don't belong to them? 

Immanuel Kant, writing in the aftermath of the French Revolution's upheavals, had grappled with this question in his essay "Toward Perpetual Peace." His concept of cosmopolitan right included what he called the right of hospitality—not the right to be welcomed everywhere, but the right not to be treated with hostility simply for arriving in a foreign place. This wasn't charity or kindness, Kant argued, but justice: since the earth belonged to all humanity, no one could be denied access to its surface simply for lacking the proper documents.

The tension Kant identified has become the defining human rights challenge of our time. As Mohammad Rafiq discovered when he reached the Bangladesh border carrying his surviving son, the right to leave your country—guaranteed by Article 13 of the Universal Declaration—means little without a corresponding right to enter somewhere else.

Bangladesh, itself struggling with poverty and political instability, has shown remarkable generosity in providing temporary shelter to over a million Rohingya refugees. But "temporary" has stretched into years, and the international community's promises of support have proved inadequate to the scale of need.

Rafiq now lives in the sprawling camps around Cox's Bazar, where he told his story to human rights investigators building legal cases against Myanmar's military leadership. His testimony, along with thousands of others collected by UN fact-finders, contributed to genocide charges filed at the International Court of Justice.
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Life inside Cox’s Bazar’s sprawling Rohingya refugee camps

"I want justice for my family," he told investigators. "I want the world to know what happened to us." His survival and willingness to speak represents both the possibilities and limitations of the international human rights system—the capacity to document atrocities and pursue accountability, but also the painful reality that justice often comes too late for those who need it most.

This isn't an isolated crisis but part of a global displacement emergency that reflects the gap between our moral aspirations and institutional capabilities. Today, over 100 million people have been forced from their homes by conflict, persecution, natural disasters, and economic collapse.

They include Syrian families like the Kurdi family, whose three-year-old son Alan drowned in the Mediterranean and whose photograph shocked European publics into temporarily reconsidering their border policies. They include Central American teenagers like the hundreds documented by human rights groups as facing violence from both gangs in their home countries and immigration authorities in Mexico and the United States.

They include Afghan women like Zahra, a former judge who told BBC reporters about hiding in safe houses after the Taliban marked her for death simply for having pursued a legal career.

Each case represents a failure of the international system to live up to its foundational promise: that everyone belongs somewhere and deserves protection. The response to this crisis reveals how far we remain from Kant's vision of cosmopolitan hospitality.

European leaders have built walls and funded militias to keep asylum seekers from reaching their borders. American politicians have turned refugee protection into a partisan wedge issue, alternately weaponizing compassion and fear for electoral advantage. Even traditionally generous countries like Canada and Australia have implemented increasingly restrictive policies that prioritize border control over humanitarian obligation.

Yet the crisis has also prompted remarkable displays of the hospitality principle Kant thought fundamental to human civilization. In 2015, when images of Alan Kurdi's body sparked international outrage, German Chancellor Angela Merkel's decision to welcome Syrian refugees led to an extraordinary mobilization of civil society.

Church groups, community organizations, and individual families opened their homes to strangers. The phrase "Refugees Welcome" appeared on banners at football stadiums and in shop windows across Europe. Similar responses emerged elsewhere: Mexican churches providing sanctuary to Central American migrants, Thai fishing villages sharing their meager resources with Rohingya boat people, Ugandan communities accepting South Sudanese refugees despite their own poverty.

These responses suggest that ordinary people often understand obligations to strangers more clearly than their political leaders, who must navigate the competing demands of sovereignty and human solidarity. They also demonstrate the continuing relevance of ancient traditions that recognized hospitality as both a moral duty and a practical necessity.

In a world where climate change, conflict, and economic inequality will likely displace hundreds of millions of people over the coming decades, the ability to extend consideration to strangers may determine whether societies flourish or fragment.

The refugee crisis illuminates something deeper about contemporary human rights challenges: the increasing disconnect between the scale of our problems and the capacity of our institutions to address them. Climate change will likely displace hundreds of millions of people over the coming decades, yet international law has no adequate framework for climate migration.

Artificial intelligence and digital surveillance threaten privacy and autonomy in ways the drafters of the Universal Declaration couldn't have imagined. Authoritarian governments have learned to manipulate democratic institutions from within, undermining human rights while maintaining the appearance of legality.

Consider what happens when these standards break down completely. In Rwanda, radio broadcasts turned neighbors into killers within weeks, overwhelming legal protections and social bonds that had seemed stable. In Yugoslavia, ethnically mixed communities that had coexisted for generations tore themselves apart as political leaders mobilized ancient grievances for contemporary advantage.

In both cases, the machinery of human rights—courts, laws, civil society organizations—proved insufficient against the power of organized hatred channeled through state institutions.

Yet in other contexts, similar pressures have been contained or redirected. South Africa's transition from apartheid, while imperfect, avoided the bloodbath many predicted through a combination of principled leadership, international pressure, and institutional creativity that prioritized truth-telling over retribution.

Eastern European countries emerging from communist rule largely managed peaceful transitions by creating new constitutional frameworks that protected minority rights while enabling democratic participation. The difference wasn't cultural or inevitable—it was the result of specific choices, institutional designs, and historical contingencies that allowed human rights principles to gain traction in political practice.

This is why studying human rights matters for anyone trying to understand the contemporary world. We're living through what some scholars call a "recession" in democratic norms and human rights protections. Authoritarian leaders in countries as different as Hungary, the Philippines, and India have discovered that you don't need to abolish elections to hollow out democracy—you just need to undermine the institutions that protect minority voices and dissent systematically.

The tools are familiar from historical precedent: capture the courts, control the media, criminalize civil society, and gradually normalize what was once unthinkable.

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated many of these trends while creating new dilemmas about the balance between collective security and individual freedom. Governments that had never before contemplated restricting freedom of movement found themselves imposing lockdowns on entire populations.

Contact tracing systems that would have been rejected as invasive surveillance just months earlier became routine public health measures. Emergency powers granted to address the crisis have proved difficult to rescind, and the precedents established may outlast the pandemic itself.

But pushback is equally visible, drawing on the same ancient traditions of resistance to arbitrary power that shaped modern human rights thinking. The Hong Kong protests that lasted months despite brutal crackdowns echoed the Stoic principle that some things matter more than survival.

When student leader Joshua Wong told international media that "freedom is not free," he was articulating insights about the relationship between dignity and risk that would have been familiar to Socrates. The sustained demonstrations across American cities following George Floyd's murder revived prophetic traditions that judge societies by how they treat the marginalized.
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