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JOHN CABOT UNIVERSITY 
 

COURSE CODE: "PL 324" 
COURSE NAME: "Human Rights" 

SEMESTER & YEAR: Fall Semester 2011 

SYLLABUS 
 
INSTRUCTOR: Scarpa Silvia 
HOURS: MW 10:30-11:45 
TOTAL NO. OF CONTACT HOURS: 45  
CREDITS: 3 
PREREQUISITES: Prerequisite: Junior Standing 
OFFICE HOURS: M 14.00 - 15.00 or by appointment  

 

COURSE AIMS: 
This course introduces students to the main issues related to the human rights regime that emerged after 
the end of World War II, focusing in particular on: understanding what human rights are, which are the 
challenges posed by globalization and the war against terrorism and how the specific needs of certain 
vulnerable groups can be taken into consideration. 
 

SUMMARY OF COURSE CONTENT: 
The course will begin with an introduction to the nature and source of human rights, it will discuss about 
their universality, and it will continue examining the specific challenges posed by globalization and the 
war against terrorism. The specific protection that needs to be granted to vulnerable groups, including 
inter alia women, children, refugees and asylum seekers, and internally displaced persons will be 
analyzed and the human rights violations committed in various countries of the world will be studied. An 
interdisciplinary approach will be used to examine the various cases and understand the main human 
rights issues at stake. 
 

LEARNING OUTCOMES: 
By completing this course students are expected to be able to understand and properly refer to the 
international human rights regime, its historical development and its main achievements, to critically 
analyze the main official documents in this field and to recognize the challenges that it still has to face. 
 

TEXTBOOK: 
 

Book Title Author Publisher ISBN number Library Call 
Number 

Exploring International 
Human Rights 

Rhonda L. Callaway and Julie 
Harrelson-Stephens Rienner 9781588264374  

International Human 
Rights Jack Donnelly Westview 

Press 9780813343266  
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REQUIRED RESERVED READING: 
NONE 
 
RECOMMENDED RESERVED READING: 

Book Title Author Publisher ISBN number Library Call 
Number 

Debating the Death Penalty: Should 
America Have Capital Punishment 

H. A. Bedau and 
P. G. Cassell 

Oxford University 
Press 0195169832  

Trafficking in Humans: Social, 
Cultural and Political Dimensions 

S. Cameron and 
E. Newman 

United Nations 
University Press 9789280811469  

 

GRADING POLICY 
-ASSESSMENT METHODS: 
 
Class attendance & participation: students are expected to attend classes and to contribute to class 
discussions that will focus on analyzing relevant issues related to the assigned reading materials.  

Mid-term-exam: the mid-term exam will be composed by two essay questions. Students will be required 
to answer both of them in 1 hour and 15 minutes.  

Research Paper: research papers of minimum 2.000 words will have to be submitted by the end of the 
9th week of the course both by e-mail at sscarpa@johncabot.edu and hard-copy to be handed-over in 
class to the instructor. Students can choose any course-relevant topic of their choice; topics need, 
however, to be previously discussed with the instructor. Students shall use at least five different sources, 
including books, scholarly articles, reports published by international organizations or non-governmental 
organizations, etc. The use of non-scholarly sources, including in particular Wikipedia is prohibited! More 
specific instructions on the structure of the paper and the style guide will be provided to students during 
the first week of the course. 

Final exam: the final exam will be composed by four essay questions. Students will be required to 
answer all the questions in two hours and 30 minutes. 

Students in-class presentations: during the last three weeks of the course students will be required to 
orally present to the class their research outputs on a course-related topic of their choice. Presentations 
can be organized in small groups and every student’s presentation shall last approximately 10-15 
minutes. Students shall discuss topics with the instructor in advance and, at least one week before their 
scheduled oral presentation, they shall submit a clear outline and/or Powerpoint Presentation clarifying 
the analysis they conducted and the sources they used. Topics can be related to the ones students chose 
for their papers but shall not be exactly the same ones.  

STUDENTS WILL BE GRADED AS FOLLOWS: 

Class attendance & participation: 10% 

Mid-term exam: 20% 

Research paper*: 20% 

mailto:sscarpa@johncabot.edu
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Students presentation*: 20% 

Final exam: 30% 
 
* Topics need to be discussed with the instructor. 

 
-ASSESSMENT CRITERIA: 
 

Assessment Guidelines for assigning main letter grades: A, B, C,D, and F. 

A: Work of this quality directly addresses the question or problem raised and provides a coherent 
argument displaying an extensiveknowledge of relevant information or content. This type of work 
demonstrates the ability to critically evaluate concepts and theory and has an element of novelty and 
originality. There is clear evidence of a significant amount of reading beyond that required for the course. 

B: This is highly competent level of performance and directly addresses the question or problem raised. 

There is a demonstration of some ability to critically evaluatetheory and concepts and relate them to 
practice. Discussions reflect the student’s own arguments and are not simply a repetition of standard 
lecture andreference material. The work does not suffer from any major errors or omissions and 
provides evidence of reading beyond the required assignments. 

C: This is an acceptable level of performance and provides answers that are clear but limited, reflecting 
the information offered in the lectures and reference readings. 

D: This level of performances demonstrates that the student lacks a coherent grasp of the material. 

Important information is omitted and irrelevant points included.In effect, the student has barely done 
enough to persuade the instructor that s/he should not fail. 

F: This work fails to show any knowledge or understanding of the issues raised in the question. Most of 
the material in the answer is irrelevant. 

 
-ATTENDANCE REQUIREMENTS: 
Attendance is compulsory. Students have to read assigned reading materials before coming to class to 
be able to participate to class discussions! 
 

Please refer to the university catalog for the attendance and absence policy. 

ACADEMIC HONESTY  
As stated in the university catalog, any student who commits an act of academic dishonesty will 
receive a failing grade on the work in which the dishonesty occurred. In addition, acts of academic 
dishonesty, irrespective of the weight of the assignment, may result in the student receiving a 
failing grade in the course. Instances of academic dishonesty will be reported to the Dean of 
Academic Affairs. A student who is reported twice for academic dishonesty is subject to summary 
dismissal from the University. In such a case, the Academic Council will then make a 
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recommendation to the President, who will make the final decision.  

STUDENTS WITH LEARNING OR OTHER DISABILITIES  
John Cabot University does not discriminate on the basis of disability or handicap. Students with 
approved accommodations must inform their professors at the beginning of the term. Please see 
the website for the complete policy.  

 

SCHEDULE 
 

WEEK TOPICS DISCUSSED READING ASSIGNMENTS 

Week 1 (Sept. 5 and 7)  Introduction to the Course. HR 
as an Issue in World Politics. 
What are human rights? 
Theories of HR.  

Donnelly, Ch. 1-2; Callaway & 
Harrelson-Stephens, Ch. 1. 

Week 2 (Sept. 12 and 14) The Relative Universality of 
Human Rights and the 
multilateral politics of human 
rights. 

Donnelly, Ch. 3; Callaway & 
Harrelson-Stephens, Ch. 4; 
Article by Buergenthal. 

Week 3 (Sept. 19 and 21) Humanitarian intervention 
and the responsibility to 
protect. 

Donnelly, Ch. 8; Articles by 
Weiss and Tutu. 

Week 4 (Sept. 26 and 28) The death penalty: 
abolitionists versus 
retentionist countries, 
arguments for and against it. 

AI Report 2010, p. 5-13; AI 
Campaign Toolkit; AI USA 
Death Penalty Facts; Cassell on 
reserve at the library, Chapter 
7. 

Week 5 (Oct. 3 and 5) Globalization, the State and 
HR. 

Donnelly, Ch. 9; Callaway & 
Harrelson-Stephens, Ch. 8. 

Week 6 (Oct. 10 and 12) Mid-term week.   

Week 7 (Oct. 17 and 19) Terrorism and HR.  

Contemporary Slavery and 
Human Trafficking: between 
October 17 and 20 the “Anti-
Trafficking and 
Contemporary Slavery 
Week” will be organized at the 
JCU. Students will have to 
attend two events at their 
choice. 

Donnelly, Ch. 10; Callaway & 
Harrelson-Stephens, Ch. 9. 

Cameron and Newman on 
reserve at the library, Chapter 
2; Callaway & Harrelson-
Stephens, Ch. 6, paragraph 2. 

Week 8 (Oct. 24 and 26) Gender-based repression: 
women in Islam, female 
circumcision, female foeticide. 

Callaway & Harrelson- 
Stephens, Ch. 6, paragraphs 4 
and 5; Articles by Wangila and 
Bumgarner (focus on parts II, 
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III and IV). 

Week 9 (Oct. 31 and Nov. 2) Children as targets: child labor 
and debt bondage, child 
marriage. 

DEADLINE FOR THE 
SUBMISSION OF PAPERS. 

Callaway & Harrelson-
Stephens, Ch. 7, paragraphs 2, 
4 and 3 – to be read in this 
order!; World Vision Report. 

Week 10 (Nov. 7 and 9) Children as targets: children in 
the sex trade industry and 
children & armed conflicts. 

Callaway & Harrelson-
Stephens, Ch. 7, paragraphs 5 
and 6; EPU Research paper by 
Czyz. 

- Week 11 (Nov. 14 and 16)  Refugees, asylum seekers, 
stateless persons and 
internally displaced persons 

UNHCR Handbook, Chapters 1, 
2 and 4. 

- Week 12 (Nov. 21 and 23)  Students’ oral presentations.  

- Week 13 (Nov. 28 and 30)  Students’ oral presentations.  

Week 14 (Dec. 5 and 7)  Students’ oral presentations 
and final review. 

 

- Week 15 (Dec 12-16)  Final exams week.  

 
 
 
Full List of Reading Materials (specific chapters and pages to be studied are indicated in the 
schedule):  

Amnesty International, Death Penalty Facts (AI, 2009). 

Amnesty International, Death Penalty: The Ultimate Punishment (AI, 2008). 

Amnesty International, Death Sentences and Executions 2010 (AI, 2010). 

Bedau H. A. and Cassell P. G., Debating the Death Penalty: Should America Have Capital Punishment 
(Oxford University Press, 2004). 

Buerghental T., The Evolving International Human Rights System 100/4 The American Journal of 
International Law (2006) 783-807.  

Bumgarner A., “A Right to Choose? Sex Selection in the International Context” 14 Duke Journal of Gender 
Law and Policy (2007) 1289-1309. 

Callaway R. L. and Harrelson-Stephens J., Exploring International Human Rights: Essential Readings 
(Rienner, 2007). 

Cameron S. and Newman E., Trafficking in Humans: Social, Cultural and Political Dimensions (United 
Nations University Press, 2008). 

Czyz M., Stopping the Use of Child Soldiers: A Global Perspective (EPU Research Paper, 2008).  

Donnelly J., International Human Rights (Westview, 2006). 

Tutu D., “Taking the Responsibility to Protect” The New York Times (November 9, 2008).  
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UNHCR, UNHCR and International Protection (UNHCR, 2006). 

Wangila M. N., “Beyond Facts to Reality: Confronting the Situation of Women in “Female Circumcising” 
Communities” 6 Journal of Human Rights (2007) 393-413.  

Weiss, “Humanitarian Interventions in a New Era” 11/1 World Policy Journal (1994) 59-68.  

World Vision, Before She’s Ready (World Vision, 2008). 

 


