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Meeting Place: Wooten Hall 111 Email: jdemeritt@unt.edu

Graduate Seminar in Human Rights

Course description

This course introduces students to the state of the discipline on human rights violation/state
repression. We will address canonical and current research on personal integrity (geno-
cide/politicide, torture, disappearances, mass atrocities, detention) as well as civil liberties
(restrictions on speech, association, assembly and religion). We will go through the available
work rigorously, and attempt to develop it further. Topics covered will include conceptual-
ization and measurement, explanations for variation in abuse, attempts to limit that abuse,
and the aftereffects of repression. The literature is inherently interdisciplinary; we will fo-
cus primarily on political science, but will also draw from sociology, history, psychology
and economics. Familiarity with empirical analysis is essential; familiarity with quantitative
methods will be helpful.

Course materials

We will read journal articles, situation reports, and excerpts from several books this semester.
The articles and reports will be available through UNT library resources and/or provided
on the course Canvas site no less than one week before they are due to be discussed.
You may, but do not need to, purchase copies of the books. I will make scanned copies of
assigned chapters available on Canvas in the Course Readings folder.

Communication

We will run as a traditional discussion-driven graduate seminar. Beyond the physical class-
room, we will use a variety of communication tools to facilitate the class. In particular, we
will use the following:

Canvas. Weekly readings and other coursework will be accessed within the course Canvas
site at unt.instructure.com; you will also upload your discussion papers to that site. I will
post grades, announcements, and any needed schedule updates on Canvas as well. Each
time I post an announcement, it will also be distributed to your UNT email account. As a
result, it is vital that you use and check your UNT email account. It is your responsibility
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to check the class Canvas page on a regular basis to remain up-to-date on assignments and
announcements.

Primary Contact. For questions or course concerns outside of virtual office hours, it is
best to contact me via email (jdemeritt@unt.edu). Please be sure to use your UNT email
address so that I am certain to receive your message. Students can expect to receive a re-
sponse to emailed questions within 24 hours of sending a message M–F during the periods
in which the university is in session. Questions emailed during the evening or on weekends
and holidays will be answered by the end of the next business day.

Zoom. As needed or requested by either the professor or the student, one-on-one meetings
may take place in person or via Zoom within Canvas.

Course Requirements & Student Responsibilities

This course is run on four principles:

1. careful reading of the assigned material;

2. weekly attendance and active participation in the class (25% of the grade);

3. 5̃ critical essays and in-class presentation thereof (25% of the grade);

4. 1 research project (50% of the grade), to include:

• a 3-5 page proposal (34% of the project grade) due Thursday Oct 20 at 2pm;

• a poster presentation (66% of the project grade) posters due Thursday Dec 8
at 2pm;

• a final paper (optional, for an additional ≤ 25 points on the project grade) due
Thursday Dec 15 at noon

Each principle is discussed in more detail below.

Attendance, Participation, & Readings. The quality of a graduate seminar depends
to a large extent on your efforts. To the best of your abilities and circumstances, I expect
you to come to class each week prepared to discuss the required readings. When reading the
assigned material, I encourage you to consider the following: What is the research question?
What is the researcher’s theoretical argument? What methods/approach does the author
use to try to answer the question? Is the approach suitable for the question or theory? If the
author provides empirical tests, are the operational measures of the concept appropriate?
What are the most significant research findings, and how do these relate to other course
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readings? To what degree, in your opinion, has the researcher answered her research ques-
tion(s)? Does the material reveal potential new directions for future research?

In terms of attendance, note that coming to class late or missing class without a very press-
ing concern communicated to me in a timely manner, is simply unacceptable and will be
penalized accordingly.

Evidence of familiarity with the reading will earn a grade of B for attendance/participation.
To earn higher than a B the student will need to demonstrate sophisticated analysis of the
conceptual, theoretical, research design strengths and weaknesses of the work, as well as the
import (or lack thereof) of the findings. An ability to provide not only such an analysis of
individual pieces, but of sets of work, will be required to earn an A for this part of your grade.

Critical Essays/Policy Briefs. Beyond regular class attendance and active participation
in class discussion, each student is expected to make approximately three presentations to
the rest of the class on the weekly topics (with the total depending on the number of students
taking the course). The presentations will differ according to your degree track and career
goals: PhD or not, academic or alt-ac.

• For doctoral students & others with academic goals: The presentation should involve
identifying one or more important questions related to the week’s topic that have been
left unanswered or answered incompletely by the readings (and offering tentative sug-
gestions on how such gaps might be filled in future research), and/or proposing some
extension of the week’s readings to a new question or area; the discussion questions
suggested in the syllabus offer a good place to begin in thinking about these presenta-
tions.

• For non-doctoral students with non-academic goals: The presentation should involve
identifying one or more policies within the week’s topic, providing an objective sum-
mary of relevant information to help readers understand and make better decisions
about that policy, assessing the policy’s success, and suggesting possible options or
making arguments about different courses of action that you prefer.

Regardless of your track, these presentations are meant to help focus the class discussion on
new directions from the week’s readings, and to help identify interesting directions for future
research (perhaps even for this course’s research paper). They should be written from a
research- and/or policy-oriented perspective, rather than a literature review or a Siskel-and-
Ebert-style review (“I liked/hated this article”), and should be constructive; criticisms of
assigned readings should be accompanied by one or more suggestions about how to overcome
the problems, with appropriate discussion of the implications of these suggestions for the
body of research. Each presentation should be described in a roughly 3-to-5 page critical
essay or policy brief to be handed in for evaluation.

The following general grading scale will be used for participation and presentations:
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• A: The student made a very strong contribution to the course. Class discussion, com-
ments, and/or presentations reflected a great deal of thought about the material, and
were constructive (for example, not only identifying current weaknesses and showing
how these weaknesses limit the current literature, but suggesting useful future di-
rections that could help to overcome these weaknesses or to extend the literature in
important ways).

• B: The student contributed meaningfully to the course. Class participation and/or
presentations went beyond repeating the assigned material, perhaps identifying weak-
nesses in the current literature, but did not make many constructive suggestions about
how these weaknesses might be overcome or how the literature might usefully be ex-
tended in the future.

• C or below: The student did not contribute meaningfully. Class participation and/or
presentations were limited to repeating the assigned material rather than making con-
nections or extensions, or was filled with mistakes and inaccuracies.

• F: The student was a net drain on the course, rarely if ever speaking in class or failing
to make the required number of presentations.

Research Project. Each student will conduct a research project on a topic of the student’s
choice (discussed with the Professor). Like the presentations above, this project will differ
according to your degree track and career goals:

• For doctoral students & others with academic goals: Students should seek to extend
the existing literature on human rights or take the area in a new direction. The
project will follow a traditional social-scientific method, and may be a field paper or
revision of a previous seminar paper with prior permission of the instructor.

• For non-doctoral students with non-academic goals: Students should outline a com-
plex policy issue in the human rights arena and tackle the best solution to that par-
ticular problem. The project will follow the traditional white paper format, and may
a revision of a previous class project with prior permission of the instructor.

The proposal should be a relatively brief (5-10 page) description of the paper topic, including
a statement of what the student plans to study and a discussion of the relevant literature,
basic theoretical logic and hypotheses. More detailed discussions of the paper’s hypotheses,
spatial-temporal domain, data sources and similar research design topics is permitted, but
not required, at this point.

The conference presentation will simulate one type of conference presentation you may expe-
rience in your academic or alt-academic career: the poster session. Details will be determined
in the coming days and weeks.
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Lastly, you may but do not need to write a full paper presenting the project. If you choose
to write a paper it should not exceed 30 pages in text (not including notes, tables, references,
and appendices). It may be a research paper or a white paper, as best fits your career goals.

The area we are addressing is still relatively underdeveloped, and this task should be more
stimulating than difficult. The project is open to geographic location and time period. It is
also open with respect to methodological technique, as long as the method(s) selected is/are
appropriate for the particular research question or policy problem put forth.

Dig Deeper

The assigned readings in this course are a very small sample of existing research. If there is
a topic on which you will conduct original research and/or answer a field exam question, you
must investigate further. Whether for your field exam, class research project, or otherwise,
here are two complementary ways to proceed:

1. The Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics (OREP; http://politics.oxfordre.
com/) is a valuable online resource for this class and beyond. Articles written by ac-
tive scholars examine the evolution and/or structure of research programs and their
dynamics, the questions, tensions, and puzzles that drive research, and the interac-
tion between theory, method, and empirics. The focus is on the needs of researchers
deepening their understanding of cognate areas, professors developing a reading list
or preparing for a lecture, and students beginning research on their own. Our course
Canvas page contains some chapters that I find of particular value for this course. I
also encourage you to peruse the Encyclopedia for topics related to any area of political
science that calls you. When digging into a new research area, this is a great place to
begin.

2. The final section of this syllabus, entitled “Other Relevant Reading,” is a veritable
treasure trove of classics and cutting edge work that belongs under each weekly um-
brella. I did not assign these readings because time is zero-sum and I do have a heart.
That said, you will want to read each topic-specific list before beginning a research
project or answering a field exam question on that topic.

Administrative & Other Class Policies

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

Cheating and Plagiarism: Students caught cheating or plagiarizing will receive a grade
of 0 for that particular assignment. Additionally, the incident will be reported to the Office
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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 unau-
thorized 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 published or unpublished
work of another person without full and clear acknowledgment; and b. the knowing or negli-
gent 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

Accommodations (ODA / ADA): UNT makes reasonable academic accommodation for
students with disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Of-
fice of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified,
the ODA will provide a student with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to
begin a private discussion regarding one?s specific course needs. Students may request ac-
commodations at any time, however, ODA notices of 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 accommodation for every semester and must meet with each
faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For additional information see the
ODA website at disability.unt.edu.

Professor’s Statement of Basic Needs: Some of you may have difficulty ordering gro-
ceries or accessing sufficient food to eat every day, or lack a safe and stable place to live.
Some may be struggling mentally and/or emotionally, particularly in our current COVID-
warped reality. If you believe any of this may affect your performance in the course, I
urge you to contact the Dean of Students for support (http://deanofstudents.unt.edu,
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deanofstudents@unt.edu, 940.565.2648, or University Union Suite 409). You may also find
value in the list of student resources available 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. I really do care, y’all.

Course content & Outline

1 September: ORIENTATION

• No required reading.

8 September: GENERAL THEORIZING

• Ron, James. 1997. “Varying methods of state violence,” International Organization,
51(2): 275-300.

• Earl, Jennifer. 2003. “Tanks, Tear Gas, and Taxes: Toward a Theory of Movement
Repression.” Sociological Theory.

• Davenport, Christian. 2007. “State Repression and Political Order.” Annual Review
of Political Science.

• Mueller, John. 2000. “The Banality of Ethnic War,” International Security.

• Danneman, Nathaniel and Emily Hencken Ritter. 2014. “Contagious Rebellion and
Preemptive Repression,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, 58(2).
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