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Synopsis

Human rights offer a vision of international justice that todaya ™s idealistic millions hold dear. Yet
the very concept on which the movement is based became familiar only a few decades ago when it
profoundly reshaped our hopes for an improved humanity. In this pioneering book, Samuel Moyn
elevates that extraordinary transformation to center stage and asks what it reveals about the

ideald ™s troubled present and uncertain future.For some, human rights stretch back to the dawn of
Western civilization, the age of the American and French Revolutions, or the posta “World War |l
moment when the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was framed. Revisiting these episodes in
a dramatic tour of humanitya ™s moral history, The Last Utopia shows that it was in the decade
after 1968 that human rights began to make sense to broad communities of people as the proper
cause of justice. Across eastern and western Europe, as well as throughout the United States and
Latin America, human rights crystallized in a few short years as social activism and political rhetoric
moved it from the hallways of the United Nations to the global forefront. It was on the ruins of earlier
political utopias, Moyn argues, that human rights achieved contemporary prominence. The morality
of individual rights substituted for the soiled political dreams of revolutionary communism and
nationalism as international law became an alternative to popular struggle and bloody violence. But
as the ideal of human rights enters into rival political agendas, it requires more vigilance and

scrutiny than when it became the watchword of our hopes.
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Customer Reviews



Samuel Moyn’s argument in The Last Utopia suggests that the origins of human rights, as a
"utopian program" to transcend national bounderies, is a contemporary idea (5). It is utopian
because the movement’s nature is politically neutral while implemented universally beyond ethical
and national law standards. Through an explanation of classical Greek concepts, revolutions, and
the Enlightenment, Moyn successfully discards previous scholarship that attempts to "date’ human
rights. Rather, he claims the recent human rights movement only manifested in the 1970s during a
time of failed utopias such as communism, fascism, and socialism (3-5). Moyn'’s reasons that the
origin of human rights’ importance is to assist scholars in realizing human rights as a last utopian
ideal and movement (214). For, "if the past is read as preparation for a surprising recent event,"
then it is that both the past and the present notions concerning human rights that are "distorted"
(11). Yet, Moyn’s seeking to discard previous interpretations of philosophy and historiography to
establish a contemporary origin for human rights impedes “rights’ work already established. In other
words, all the world’s revolutions and era of Enlightenment have facilitated in setting humanity upon
the course toward recognizing human rights. Each step was a gradual shift toward realization. To
discard that rhetoric simply for the sake of "dating’ human rights in the 1970s, and through an
American perspective no less, seems a bit arbitrary as each historical era appears to have
interpreted ‘rights’ differently.To emphasize his points each chapter is constructed to flow

chronologically to provide crucial insight into his argument.
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