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International Human Rights

Course description & objectives

Many of today’s interesting and important political events involve the violation of individual
rights to physical integrity, and the international community’s attempts to protect those
rights. Therefore, it serves us to have an understanding of how and why these violations
occur, and of why international attempts to protect human rights succeed or fail. With that
in mind, this course is designed to introduce you to the historical foundations and current
practice of protecting human rights.

The course is organized in three parts, beginning with a survey of the conceptual and histor-
ical origins of human rights and the international regime designed to protect them.1 Then,
we will examine patterns of and explanations for human rights violations over time and
space. This section of the course will examine human rights in general as well as torture and
government killing in particular. We will conclude by studying a variety of solutions that
have been offered to protect human rights, focusing in particular on the international regime.

Upon successfully completing this course, you will be familiar with many of the factors that
seem to attenuate or aggravate the violation of individual human rights. More importantly,
you will be able to apply these factors to real-world scenarios (e.g., studying historical cases
of human rights abuse or assessing the prospects for future abuse around the world). I also
hope that you will develop skills that will serve you regardless of what you do after leaving
UNT. In particular, we will focus on thinking analytically and critically, and on presenting
and supporting rigorous, well-developed arguments.

Course materials

There are no books to buy for this class. The daily reading assignments come from academic
and policy journals as well as periodicals, and are available at no cost from the Canvas site
for this course (Modules → Course Readings & Other Materials) as well as directly from an

1A regime is a set of rules that govern behavior. The international system does not have a government that
supersedes the countries of the world. Thus, countries have developed a set of legal treaties and international
organizations. These treaties and organizations collectively form international regimes. In this course, we
will focus on the regime that governs the observance of human rights. (Paraphrased from Will H. Moore’s
Fall FSU syllabus for this course.)
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online provider, typically JSTOR. JSTOR is an academic journal service that UNT provides
for us. Access is free from any UNT computer (e.g., in computer labs or dorms, or via UNT
wireless networks); you can search for individual articles by author or title, or browse by
journal name and issue at www.jstor.org/cgi-bin/jstor/listjournal.

You will, however, purchase access to our Packback learning community for $15. For more
information, see syllabus section Packback Discussion Community below. If this cost is a
financial stressor and you let me know, I will work with you to find a solution.

Student assignments & responsibilities

Exams: Sixty percent of your grade will be determined by three (non-cumulative) ex-
ams. Exams will be a combination of multiple choice and true/false questions. The first
will be administered on Friday, 17 September during regular class time. The second will
be administered on Friday, 22 October during regular class time. The third will be ad-
ministered at the time scheduled for our final exam, Saturday 4 December at 10:30am.
Each exam is worth 20% of your final grade.

Make-up Exams : If you cannot attend one of the exams, you need to notify me as soon as
possible by email and in person. Make-up exams will only be given to students who have
been unable to sit for the examination as a consequence of illness requiring medical care,
required university activities, or a personal emergency of a serious nature. To be excused
without penalty, documentation and/or prior permission is required. Make-up exams will be
scheduled as soon as possible, at a time to be mutually agreed upon by the student(s) and
myself.

In-Class Simulations: There are two simulations that will completed in class on Monday, 18
October and Friday, 29 October. The simulations will be explained at the beginning of class.
There will be no make-up for the simulations—if you miss class, you will receive a zero for
the simulation completed on the day you missed. Each simulation is worth 15% of your final
grade.

Packback Discussion Community: The Packback Questions platform will be used for online
discussion about real-world governmental institutions and politics. Packback Questions is
an online curiosity community where you can be fearlessly curious and ask BIG questions
about how what we’re studying relates to real life. As a member of this community, your
responsibilities are twofold:

1. Every four weeks, you will post one question about real-world human rights. Your post
should provide sufficient background information for students who are unfamiliar with
the subject to be able to engage and answer your question. Links to factual, valid,
and reliable outside resources are also a plus. A question-posting schedule is appended
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to this syllabus and also available on the course website. The deadline for posting
questions is Wednesday 11:59 PM each week, beginning the second week of class.

2. Every week, including the week that you ask a question, you will answer two of your
classmates’ questions. The deadline for answering questions is Friday 11:59 PM each
week, beginning the second week of class.

On weeks where you both ask and answer, you will receive 50 points for asking your question
and 25 points for each of your two answers. On weeks that you answer but do not ask, each
of your two answers will be worth 50 points.

Before you start posting, be sure to read the Community Guidelines found in the tutorial on
Packback. If your post doesn’t follow the Packback Community Guidelines, there is a chance
it will be removed and you won’t receive points for that post. Packback will email you
if they remove your post, and give you an opportunity to post again – Please
check your spam, junk, and other folders often!

To start posting on Packback Questions:

1. Navigate to the Packback Questions tab in Canvas and click “Register as a new stu-
dent”.
Note: If you already have an account on Packback you can login with your credentials.

2. Make sure to register with your UNT email address and real first name and last name.

3. Enter our class community’s access code into the “Join a new Community” module on
your dashboard. That code is: 65e145bf-380e-483d-afe3-cd139aba05c3

4. Follow the instructions on your screen to finish your registration.

For a brief introduction to Packback Questions and why we are using it in class, watch
this video: vimeo.com/packback/Welcome-to-Packback-Questions. Finally, if you have
any Packback-related questions at any time, please visit the Packback Help Center at
https://packback.zendesk.com/hc/en-us or email help@packback.co. They are avail-
able seven days a week and are there to help you succeed, which sounds cheesy af but is also
true.

In-Person Attendance & Participation: Human rights consist of more than just a series of
historical facts and concepts to be memorized; they encompass the study of violent human
interactions, behaviors of nation-states and individuals, and broad social phenomena. These
can be most clearly understood through discussion and the evaluation of alternative perspec-
tives. In other words, participation increases active learning. While this course will have a
large lecture component, there will also be opportunities for participation in classroom exer-
cises and discussions. Thus, attending class and participating regularly are key to achieving
the course objectives discussed above. I will not be grading on attendance this semester
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because damn, world. However, I encourage you to attend class regularly and participate as
much as possible.

Grading & Evaluation

Grades are assigned in accordance with the following scale:

90 - 100% = A 70 - 79% = C below 60% = F
80 - 89% = B 60 - 69% = D

Other Class Policies:

Classroom conduct: Classroom courtesy is an essential component of creating an effective
learning environment. All students have the right to learn without unnecessary distractions.
These distractions include electronic devices, talking during lectures (unless recognized by
the instructor), reading material for other classes, falling asleep, etc. If you use a laptop to
take notes during class, turn off the sound and restrain yourself from unnecessary surfing.
If you need a phone for emergency purposes, leave it on vibrate or turn the volume waaaay
down. Entering and leaving are also significant sources of distraction. It is your responsibil-
ity to be on time and to stay for the entire class. In circumstances where you need to leave
early, tell the professor beforehand. Repeated disruptions of class will lead to a reduction in
your final grade.

Class discussions of political issues can often stimulate strong feelings and heated debate. I
ask all of you to respect the opinions of your fellow students, even if you do not agree with
them. In simple terms, that means not interrupting other students while they are speak-
ing and not verbally attacking them for their beliefs. While I believe that it is essential
to connect theory to current events, I will cut short debates of current events that do not
enhance the understanding of course concepts. I expect you to offer substantive comments
and questions when appropriate in class. I also expect you not to dominate a discussion, but
to allow free discussion and exchange of ideas.

ADA Statement: The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommo-
dation for students with disabilities. Students seeking reasonable accommodation must first
register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If
a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with a reasonable accommodation letter
to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a
course. You may request reasonable accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices
of reasonable accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to
avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of reason-
able accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to
implementation in each class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of reason-
able accommodation during faculty office hours or by appointment. Faculty members have
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the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their designated office hours to
protect the privacy of the student. For additional information see the Office of Disability
Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by phone
at 940.565.4323.

Cheating and Plagiarism: Students caught cheating or plagiarizing will receive a grade
of 0 (zero) for that particular assignment or exam. Additionally, the incident will be reported
to the Office of Student Rights and Responsibilities, which may impose a further penalty.
According to the UNT catalog, the term “cheating” includes, but is not limited to: a. use of
any unauthorized assistance in taking quizzes, tests, or examinations; b. dependence upon
the aid of sources beyond those authorized by the instructor in writing papers, preparing
reports, solving problems, or carrying out other assignments; c. the acquisition, without
permission, of tests or other academic material belonging to a faculty or staff member of the
university; d. dual submission of a paper or project, or resubmission of a paper or project
to a different class without express permission from the instructor(s); or e. any other act
designed to give a student an unfair advantage. The term “plagiarism” includes, but is not
limited to: a. the knowing or negligent use by paraphrase or direct quotation of the pub-
lished or unpublished work of another person without full and clear acknowledgment; and
b. the knowing or negligent unacknowledged use of materials prepared by another person or
agency engaged in the selling of term papers or other academic materials.

Acceptable Student Behavior: Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s abil-
ity to conduct a class or other students’ opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive
and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Disruptive/abusive online com-
ments will be deleted, and the student will receive a warning about inappropriate behavior.
After receiving a warning about inappropriate behavior (or in the case of behavior deemed
harmful or threatening to any member of the UNT community), the instructor may refer
the student to the Center for Student Rights and Responsibilities to consider whether the
student’s conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. The university’s expectations for
student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including university and electronic class-
room, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. The Code of Student Conduct can be found
at www.unt.edu/csrr

Sexual Discrimination, Harassment, and Assault: UNT is committed to providing
an environment free of all forms of discrimination and sexual harassment, including sexual
assault, domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking. If you (or someone you know)
has experienced or experiences any of these acts of aggression, please know that you are
not alone. The federal Title IX law makes it clear that violence and harassment based on
sex and gender are Civil Rights offenses. UNT has staff members trained to support you
in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and
housing accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more.
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UNT’s Dean of Students’ website offers a range of on-campus and off-campus resources to
help support survivors, depending on their unique needs: http://deanofstudents.unt.

edu/resources_0. Renee McNamara is UNT’s Student Advocate and she can be reached
through e-mail at SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or by calling the Dean of Students’ office at
940-565-2648. You are not alone. We are here to help.

Syllabus Change Policy: This syllabus is not a contract; I reserve the right to alter both
dates and assignments. Any changes made will be announced via Canvas announcement,
and an updated version will be posted there as well. The most recent updates were made
on August 16, 2021.

Professor’s Statement on Basic Needs: Any student who has difficulty affording
groceries or accessing sufficient food to eat every day, or who lacks a safe and stable place
to live, and believes this may affect their performance in the course, is urged to contact
the Dean of Students for support (http: //deanofstudents.unt.edu, deanofstudents@unt.edu,
940.565.2648, or University Union Suite 409). You may also find value in the list of student
resources at the end of this syllabus and on our course website. Furthermore, please notify
the professor if you are comfortable in doing so. This will enable her to provide any resources
that she may possess. It can be rough out there, y’all, and you don’t need to figure it out
alone.
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Course Content & Schedule

The following is an approximate calendar of class discussions. Exam and activity dates
should be considered firm, and you should arrange your personal schedule to be present at
the appointed dates and times.

(I) COURSE INTRODUCTION

M 8/23

• No required reading

(II) BACKGROUND

Historical Background

W 8/25 & F 8/27 – Conceptual Origins of Human Rights

• Lauren, Paul Gordon. 1998. “Visions and the Birth of Human Rights,” in The
Evolution of Human Rights, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, pp.
4-36.

M 8/30 & W 9/1– Institutional Origins of Human Rights

• Lauren, Paul Gordon. 1998. “The Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” in
The Evolution of Human Rights, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
pp. 205-240.

F 9/3 – Modern International Institutions

• Forsythe, David. P. 2001. Human Rights in International Relations, New York:
Cambridge University Press, chapters 3 and 4 (pp. 57-79 and 85-93 only).

M 9/6 : No class (Labor Day)

W 9/8 – Modern International Institutions, continued

• No additional reading

Philosophical Issues

F 9/10 & M 9/13 – The Concept of Human Rights

• Donnelly, Jack. 2003. “The Concept of Human Rights,” in Universal Human
Rights in Theory and Practice, 2nd ed., Ithaca: Cornell University Press, chapter
1 (pp. 7-21).
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W 9/15

• Catch-up and review for Exam I

EXAM 1
Friday, 17 September 2021: 1:00–1:50pm

The International Regime: Theoretical Foundations

M 9/20 & W 9/22 – Realism (Pragmatism) or Liberalism (Black Letter Law)?

• Forsythe, David. P. 2001. Human Rights in International Relations, New York:
Cambridge University Press, chapter 1 (pp. 3-27).

F 9/24 & M 9/27 – Norms

• Finnemore, Martha & Kathryn Sikkink. 1998. “International Norm Dynamics
and Political Change,” International Organization, 52(4): 887-917.

W 9/29 & F 10/1 – Organizing International Human Rights

• Moravcsik, Andrew. 2000. “The Origins of Human Rights Regimes,” Interna-
tional Organization, 54(2): 217-252.

(III) HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS, Part I

Comparative Violations

M 10/4 & W 10/6 – Measuring and Studying Human Rights

• Landman, Todd. 2002. “Comparative Politics and Human Rights,” Human
Rights Quarterly, 24(4): 890-923.

F 10/8 & M 10/11 – Patterns and Trends

• Poe, Steven C., C. Neal Tate, and Linda Camp Keith. 1999. “Repression of the
Human Right to Personal Integrity Revisited: A Global Cross-National Study
Covering the Years 1976–1993.” International Studies Quarterly 43(2): 291–313.

Topics: Torture

W 10/13 & F 10/15 – What is torture? Who tortures?

• Rejali, Darius. 2007. Torture and Democracy, Princeton University Press, pp.
35-63 and pp. 8-25.

M 10/18 – In-class Simulation
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• Bravin, Jess. 2007. “The Conscience of the Colonel,” The Wall Street Journal, 31
March, available online at: http://online.wsj.com/article/SB117529704337355155.
html?mod=Politics-and-Policy.
*and*
Bowden, Mark. 2007. “The Point: In Defense of Waterboarding,” Philadelphia
Inquirer, 26 December, was originally available online at: http://www.philly.

com/inquirer/opinion/20071223_The_Point_In_defense_of_waterboarding.

html, but has been removed. Will H. Moore managed to piece together much
(but not all) of it from various blogs that quoted it. You should read this pieced-
together version (from the course BB site).

W 10/20

• Catch-up and review for Exam 2

EXAM 2
Friday, 22 October 2021: 1:00–1:50pm

Topics: Government Killing

M 10/25 & W 10/27 – History, Causes, Patterns and Trends

• Harff, Barbara, and Ted Robert Gurr. 1988. “Toward Empirical Theory of
Genocides and Politicides: Identification and Measurement of Cases since 1945”
International Studies Quarterly 32(3): 359-371.
*and*
Valentino, Benjamin, Paul Huth, and Dylan Balch-Lindsay. 2004. “Draining the
Sea: Mass Killing and Guerilla Warfare” International Organization 58: 375-407.

F 10/29 – in-class simulation

• Readings TBA

Explaining Variation: Do Domestic Factors Matter?

M 11/1 & W 11/3 – Democracy; Democratization

• Bueno de Mesquita, B, GW Downs, A Smith & FM Cherif. 2005. “Thinking
Inside the Box: A Closer Look at Democracy and Human Rights,” International
Studies Quarterly, 49(3): 439-458.
*and*
Davenport, Christian. 1999. “Human Rights and the Democratic Proposition,”
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 43(1): 92-116.
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(IV) PROTECTING HUMAN RIGHTS

International Mechanisms

F 11/5 & M 11/8 – The Economy of Human Rights

• Hafner-Burton, Emilie M. 2005. “Trading Human Rights: How Preferential
Trade Agreements Influence Government Repression,” International Organiza-
tion, 59: 593-629.

W 11/10 – Naming and Shaming

• Lebovic, James H. & Erik Voeten. 2006. “The Politics of Shame: The Con-
demnation of Country Human Rights Practices in the UNCHR,” International
Studies Quarterly, 50(4): 861-888.
*and*
Hafner-Burton, Emilie M. 2008. “Sticks and Stones: The Efficacy of Human
Rights Naming and Shaming,” International Organization, 62(4): 689-716.

F 11/12 & M 11/15 : No Class (Peace Science Society meeting)

W 11/17 – Naming and Shaming, continued

• refresh memory of readings from W 11/10

Punishing the Individual

F 11/19 & M 11/22 – Transitional Justice

• Akhavan, Payam. 1996. “The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda: The
Political and Pragmatics of Punishment,” The American Journal of International
Law, 90(3):501-510.

W 11/24 & F 11/26 : No Class (Winter break)

M 11/29

• Catch-up and review for Exam 3

W 12/1 & F 12/3 : No Class (Reading days)

EXAM 3
Saturday, 4 December: 10:30am–12:30pm
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This syllabus is a guideline and is subject to change at any time.
UPDATED: August 16, 2021
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COVID-era Syllabus Addendum: Fall 2021

With cases of the Delta variant of COVID continuing to rise in Denton County, it is important
that we establish some norms to keep one another safe:

1. You have the choice each day to attend class in person (in our classroom) or remotely
(via Zoom for lectures and case-by-case arrangements for exams or simulations). To
participate remotely you will need access to a webcam, microphone, and reliable inter-
net service. Information on how to be successful in a remote learning environment can
be found on the online learning page for UNT (https://online.unt.edu/learn).

2. Even if you typically attend in person, remote instruction may become necessary as
community health conditions change or you need to self-isolate or quarantine due to
COVID-19. If you are exposed to COVID or you become ill, you are welcome to start
attending remotely. Please do not come to class if you are symptomatic or believe you
may be infected. Prioritize your health and the health of all of your classmates.

3. UNT encourages everyone to wear a face covering indoors, regardless of vaccination
status, to protect yourself and others from COVID infection, as recommended by
current CDC guidelines. Face covering guidelines could change based on community
health conditions.

4. While vaccination is not mandatory, I strongly encourage you to protect yourself and
others by taking the vaccine. The vaccine is offered for free through UNT Student
Health and Wellness. Call 940-565-2333 to schedule an appointment. In addition,
Denton County Public Health has pop-up vaccine clinics; for more information, call
940-349-2585.

5. COVID testing:

• If you are symptomatic or have been in close contact with someone with COVID,
you should obtain a test from Student Health and Wellness Center by registering
through their portal (http://myosh.unt.edu/) or by calling 940-565-2333.

• If you are asymptomatic but want to verify your COVID status, UNT is offering
testing in 120 Chestnut Hall from 9:00–11:30 and 1:30–3:00, Tuesdays through
Fridays. You will need to set up the blue NAVICA app in advance of testing.

A personal note from Dr. DeMeritt: I am fully vaccinated. However, I have two
children at home who are too young for the vaccine and who are attending school (sometimes
there really are no good choices, y’all). To protect them and all of you, I will wear a KN-95
face mask to class. If this makes it difficult for you to understand what I am saying, please
let me know so that I can figure out an alternative. If you have a sensitive question that you
do not want other students to overhear me answering, please contact me via email or set up
a Zoom appointment.


