
Freshman Seminar      Spring 2018 

Instructor: Susanna Sacks     Email: slsacks@u.northwestern.edu 
Times: MW 3:30-4:50      Office Hours: M 1:30-2:30, W 11-12 
Classroom: Harris Hall L04     Office: University Hall 420 
 

Writing Human Rights 
 

Topic: President Obama famously stated that novels taught him to be a better citizen. In this course, 
we will ask how it is that literature teaches us to recognize humanity in others. Literature helps us 
understand how to feel, how to ask questions, and who to feel for. Examining non-fiction creative 
writing from the US, Europe, and South Africa, we will consider how literary notions of the human 
influence our ideas about politics and rights today. What stories do we hear? And whose voices? These 
questions will guide our reading of both literary texts and contemporary news stories, interrogating 
our relationship to language, law, and humanity through them. Students will be expected to work and 
write across media, engaging digital and traditional forms of writing to hone their expressive capacities. 
 
Participation & Attendance: This course requires your presence – both physical and intellectual – 
in class and at individual meetings.  Class discussion is an important opportunity to share your ideas, 
ask questions, try out arguments and stances, and sharpen the intellectual skills that are integral to your 
writing. Out of respect for others’ time, you are expected to arrive on time to class and conferences. 
You are also expected to prepare in advance for each class session, to come to each class meeting with 
your texts, and to participate respectfully with questions, comments or responses. Any unexcused absence 
will have a negative impact on your grade. If you need to miss class for any reason, please let me know at 
least 48 hours in advance. I may assign minor make-up work.  
 
General Guidelines for Assignments: Reading assignments will be discussed in class on the day 
they are listed. Please read the assigned pieces by this date and come to class prepared to engage in a 
lively, interesting, informed discussion about these texts. All written work is to be submitted through 
Canvas before the beginning of the class session in which it is due. Because of the compressed nature 
of the quarter system, turning in your assignments in a timely manner is vital; if you need an extension, 
please speak to me as soon as possible so we can work something out. Late assignments will be 
penalized one-third of a letter grade for each day they are late.  
 
Assignments and Due Dates: 
This course works on the presumption that the best way to grow as a writer is to write and revise, 
regularly, across genres and for a variety of audiences. To accomplish that goal, you will have three 
types of writing assignments throughout the term: papers, Timeline reports, and oral 
presentations. 
 
First, you will write and fully revise two papers. For each paper, you will get feedback from two 
classmates, return the favor for two colleagues, and receive feedback from me in the form of written 
comments and a one-on-one conference. As you write, your ideas will change and evolve. By returning 
to their writing, writers learn to see what works and what doesn’t work, and to imagine where the best 
of their thoughts might lead. Your grade for each paper will therefore reflect the effort you put into 
the entire process as well as the quality of the revised, finished product. 
 
Paper 1: This 4-6-page paper asks you to deeply analyze a specific theme from Douglass or Levi, using 
evidence from their work to advance an argument about one of the broader topics discussed so far. 
 F 5/4: Rough draft due 
 M-F 5/7-5/11: Conferences and peer review. 
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 F 5/18: Final draft due 
 
Paper 2: Bring several of the texts we have read into conversation with one another. You can choose 
between a traditional, 5-7-page paper or a creative project. 
 F 6/1: Rough draft due.  
 M-F 6/4-6/8: Conferences and peer review. 
 W 6/13: Final paper due. 
 
Course Timeline: In addition to your formal papers and presentations, you will contribute to our 
course Timeline once per week. This will require you to do outside research into an object or event 
related to that week’s readings. You will then add an entry about that object or event into our shared 
Google Sheet, consisting of a representative image and a 100-200-word description of its context and 
importance. Each post should answer: (1) What is this? (2) Why does it matter? And (3) What does it 
tell us about the course reading? Together, we will build a “Timeline of Human Rights” to visualize 
the many overlapping layers of the history we are reading together. 
 
Group Presentations: You will work in groups of 3-4 to present original research contextualizing 
each of the major course units (slavery, WWII, apartheid, and climate rights) within a specific theme 
(literary reception, legal responses, historical context, or contemporary echoes). Using resources 
available through Northwestern’s library, each group will be responsible for two presentations:  

• first, a 5-minute presentation on a specific theme in relationship to Fredrick Douglass;  

• and second, a 15-minute presentation on the historical context, media coverage, and legal 
response (if any) to the events discussed on that week’s readings.  

A library visit during the second week of the quarter will help prepare you for these presentations, and  
for your future timeline posts. For the second presentation, groups will meet with me the week before 
their presentation is due to discuss potential research interests and directions. 
 
Evaluation Breakdown 

Participation:      25% 
Timeline posts:      15% 
Presentations:      15% 

 Paper 1:      20% 
 Paper 2:      25% 
 
Academic Integrity Guidelines: All assignments submitted for this course must consist of original 
work, done by you, for this course. I have zero tolerance for plagiarism in any form. For more 
information, please consult Northwestern’s guide to academic integrity:  
http://www.northwestern.edu/provost/docs/Academic%20Integrity%20Guide%202016.pdf.  
 
Accommodations: Any student requesting accommodations related to a disability or other condition 
is required to register with AccessibleNU (accessiblenu@northwestern.edu; 847-467-5530) and 
provide instructors with an accommodation notification from AccessibleNU, preferably within the 
first two weeks of class. All information will remain confidential. 
 
Required Texts:   Required texts are available for purchase at the university book store. 
Frederick Douglass, Narrative of a Life    
Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz   
Antjie Krog, Country of My Skull 
Micheline Ishay, ed. The Human Rights Reader. 
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Date Topic Readings Due Assignments Due 

Tue. 
3 April 

Introductions Preamble to The United Nations Declaration of 
Universal Human Rights* 

 

Wed.  
4 April 

Stories and 
people 

Langston Hughes, “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”* 
W. H. Auden, “September 1, 1939”* 
Toni Morrison, Nobel Lecture* 

1-page personal 
reflection on human 
rights (Fri. 4/6) 

Mon. 9 
April 

On Property Frederick Douglass – Narrative of the Life 
                                   chaps. 1-5 

 

Wed. 
11April 

Library research 
visit. 

Douglass, chaps. 6-9 
 

Timeline post 1 due  
                 (Fri. 4/13) 

Mon.  
16 April 

On Liberty Douglass 3, chap. 10 
 

Group presentations 

Wed.  
18 April 

 Douglass 4, chap. 11 and appendix  
Karl Marx, Letter to Abraham Lincoln (1865)* 

Timeline post 2 due 

Mon.  
23 April 

On 
Technology 

Primo Levi – Survival in Auschwitz, pp. 9-41  

Wed. 
25 April 

 Levi, pp. 41-86 
 

Timeline post 3 due 

Mon. 
30 April 

On Writing Levi, pp. 87-135 Timeline post 4 due 

Wed. 
2 May 

 Levi, pp. 136-173 
Arendt, “On the Rights of the Stateless”* 

Paper 1 – first draft due                                   
(Fri. 5/4) 

Mon.     
7 May 

On Self-
Determination 

Watch: Amandla!: A Revolution in Four Part Harmony* 
Kwame Nkrumah, Speech on Decolonization at the 
United Nations, 1960* 

 

Wed. 
9 May 

 Antjie Krog – Country of My Skull, “Introduction” 
and “Before the Commission” (v-33) 
Derek Walcott, “A Far Cry from Africa”* 

Peer review sheets due 
Timeline post 5 due 

Mon.  
14 May 

On Speech Krog, pp. 37-127 
     Focus: 37-61, 103-127 

Paper 1 – final draft due 

Wed. 
16 May 

 Krog, pp. 131-172 Timeline post 6 due 

Mon. 
21 May 

On Peace Krog, pp. 172-255 
     Focus: 194-200, 216-225, 233-255 

 

Wed. 
23 May 

 Krog, pp. 259-386 
     Focus: 265-292, 318-340, 367-386 
Preamble to South Africa’s constitution* 

Timeline post 7 due 

Mon. 
28 May 

On the 
Environment 

Rachel Carson, “Silent Spring – I”* 
Janice Mirikitani, “Graciella” and “Love Canal”* 

No class – Memorial Day 
 

Wed. 
30 May 

 Ramachandra Guha, “Radical American 
Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A 
Third World Critique,” 1999* 
Ken Saro-Wiwa, “To Mandy Garner”* 

Timeline post 8 due 
Paper 2 – first draft due 
(Friday 1 June) 

Mon.  
4 June 

 Wangari Maathai, Nobel Prize Lecture* 
Toni Jensen – “From the Hilltop” and “Still”* 

 

Wed.  
6 June 

 Craig Santos Perez poems* 
Slam poems* 

Peer review sheets 
Timeline post 9 due 

13 June   Paper 2 – final draft 

* Available on Canvas 


