
The Quest for Human Rights

POSC301/JUST301

Fall 2015

Amy L. Cavender, CSC

Course description and goals

This course will provide students with an overview of the historical, theoreti-
cal and practical underpinnings that have shaped and continue to shape the
development of human rights in both domestic and international arenas. We
will discuss the origins of modern conceptions of human rights and how ideas
about human rights have been crafted into international declarations, domestic
law, and policies that enforce and monitor the human rights record of global,
national and local communities. The class will also explore some specific human
rights issues (e.g., the rights of women and children).
The course is divided into four major sections:

• The modern history of human rights
• Philosophical foundations of human rights
• The International Bill of Human Rights
• Other Covenants and their applications

In the course of mastering the material presented, students will have the oppor-
tunity to develop their critical thinking and writing skills through a series of
exams and reflection papers, as well as a country study.
Goals for the course

This course fulfills an elective in either the major or minor for students in
Political Science. It may also be used as an elective in the Justice Education
minor, or as a course meeting outcome 1B in the Gender and Women’s Studies
program (“Students recognize and explain intersectionalities of gender, race,
class, sexualities, and other identity categories from historical and contemporary
transnational perspectives”). Additionally, it serves as a Women’s Voices course
in the Sophia Program in Liberal Learning.
Main POSC/JUST goals:
These are indicated in the course description. By the end of the course, students
will:

• Have an understanding of the modern history of human rights, and the
ways in which the international community has attempted to implement
those rights.
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• Be familiar with some of the philosophical underpinnings of human rights,
and understand the challenges of developing common understandings of
human rights across cultures.

• Have explored several of the modern international human rights instru-
ments, and the ways in which they’ve been implemented in a variety of
global, national, and local communities.

Students accomplish these goals by means of the course readings, exams, and
the assignments noted below, which are also used for assessment.

Women’s Voices learning outcomes:

• A Saint Mary’s student identifies and understands women’s contributions
to human knowledge and achievement and how those may have been
influenced by constructions of gender.

• A Saint Mary’s student reflects analytically upon her own heritage and
experience as a woman and articulates her reflections within a particular
disciplinary context.

• A Saint Mary’s student analyzes the forms and e�ects of gender prejudice,
and evaluates strategies for response.

Students accomplish these goals primarily through the first reflection essay and
through their work on the country study.

When and where we meet

We meet every Tuesday and Thursday from 9:30-10:45, in 209 Madeleva Hall.

Contact information and o�ce hours

The most reliable way to contact me is by email at acavende@saintmarys.edu.
Please note that I do not check email on Sundays — ever. I sometimes check
on Saturdays, but not regularly. With those exceptions, I make every e�ort to
respond to within 48 hours. If it’s been longer than that and you haven’t heard
back, please don’t hesitate to check with me to be sure I received your message.

I’m also reachable by phone. My o�ce phone is 574-284-4430.

My usual o�ce hours are

• Tuesdays 1:30 - 3:30 in my CFAI o�ce (116 Spes Unica)
• Wednesdays 11:00 - 12:00 in my POSC o�ce (263 Spes Unica)
• Fridays 9:00 - 11:00 in my CFAI o�ce (116 Spes Unica)
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If those times don’t work for you, I’m happy to make alternate arrangements.
Feel free to stop by the o�ce to see if I’m in and it’s a good time; if it isn’t,
we’ll arrange a time that works for both of us. Alternately, bring your calendar
to class and we’ll set something up. If you use Google Calendar, my free/busy
times are visible to everyone at Saint Mary’s, and you’re welcome to make an
appointment on your calendar and invite me to the meeting.

Readings

You will need only one book for this course:

Glendon, Mary Ann. 2002. A World Made New: Eleanor Roosevelt
and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 1st edition. New
York: Random House Trade Paperbacks.

The book is also available in Kindle and Nook formats, which are acceptable if
your prefer an electronic copy.

We will also read several papers and articles:

• Andrews, Penelope. 2007. Women’s Human Rights and the Conversation
Across Cultures. SSRN Scholarly Paper ID 968389. Rochester, NY: Social
Science Research Network. http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=968389.

• Freeman, Marsha A. 2014. “The Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women in the United States: Whether,
When, and What If?” Michigan State Law Review 2014 (2): 227–40.

• Hainsfurther, Jennifer S. 2009. “Rights-Based Approach: Using CEDAW
to Protect the Human Rights of Migrant Workers.” American University
International Law Review 24 (5): 843–95.

• Kilkelly, Ursula. 2001. “The Best of Both Worlds for Children’s Rights?
Interpreting the European Convention on Human Rights in the Light of
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.” Human Rights Quarterly
23 (2): 308–26.

• Perry, Michael J. 1997. “Are Human Rights Universal? The Relativist
Challenge and Related Matters.” Human Rights Quarterly 19 (3): 461–509.

• Shestack, Jerome J. 1998. “The Philosophic Foundations of Human Rights.”
Human Rights Quarterly 20 (2): 201–34.

These are available in our library’s subscribed databases or through the Social
Science Resource Network.

Course calendar and assignment schedule
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Week Topic(s) Assignments

Modern History
1 (8/25-27) Introduction; tools for the course;

Glendon preface, Ch. 1
2 (9/1-3) Glendon, Chs. 2-7
3 (9/8-10) Glendon, Chs. 8-10
4 (9/15-17) Glendon, Chs. 11-12, Epilogue

Philosophical
Foundations
5 (9/22-24) Perry Exam 1
6 (9/29-10/1) Shestack

The International
Bill of Human Rights
7 (10/6-8) UDHR1, ICCPR2, ICESCR3

8 (10/13-15) Optional Protocols to the ICCPR; Reflection essay
mid-semester check-in due

Other Covenants
and their applications
9 (10/27-29) CEDAW4 Exam 2;

introduction to
the country study
assignment

10 (11/3-5) Andrews, Freeman,
women’s rights case

11 (11/10-12) ICPMW5

12 (11/17-19) Continue with ICPMW Reflection essay
due

13 (11/24) CRC6 and its Optional Protocols;
Kilkelly

14 (12/1-3) Children’s rights case;
work on country study

15 (12/8-10) Presentations of country studies

1The Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
2The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
3The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.
4Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women.
5International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and

Members of Their Families.
6Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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There is no final examination in this course. We will use the scheduled final
exam period to finish country study presentations. The written portion of
the country study is due at the beginning of the final exam period.

Assignments and grading

Grades will be based on the following exams and assignments:

Exam or assignment Points possible
Exam 1 200
Exam 2 200
Reflection essay 1 150
Reflection essay 2 150
CEDAW country study: presentation 150
CEDAW country study: essay 150

That makes for a total of 1000 points for the semester. Final grades will be
calculated as follows:

A = 930 – 1000 A- = 900 – 929 B+ = 880 – 899 B = 830 – 879 B- = 800 – 829
C+ = 780 – 799 C = 730 – 779 C- = 700 – 729 D = 600 – 699 F = < 600

Attendance

Regular attendance is expected. When you miss class, you not only miss out
on your colleagues’ contributions to class — you also deprive them of yours.
Excessive absences may have an adverse impact on your final grade for the
course.

If you are ill or have some other serious reason for missing class, please let me
know ahead of class time if possible, but in any case as soon as you reasonably
can.

Unless there are very serious extenuating circumstances, you must be present
for all country study presentations.

Class cancellation

If I need to cancel a class due to illness or some other serious reason, I will make
every e�ort to notify you prior to class time. I will email the class and post a
notice to the course website, if at all possible, and I will also try to arrange to
have a notice of the cancellation posted outside the classroom.
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If I am not in the classroom and you have received no notice of a cancellation,
please wait fifteen minutes before concluding that something has happened and
I’ve been unable to inform you.

Technology in the classroom

Electronic devices

I do not ordinarily police your gadget use in class, even when those gadgets
aren’t needed for a specific class activity. They can, after all, be very useful for
taking notes, looking up information related to the class discussion, referring to
our texts, and the like. I do, however, ask that you be courteous. Please be sure
that your cell phone is set to silent (not vibrate, which can actually be quite
loud, especially if the phone happens to be in the same bag as your books) and
is put away7, and that your use of any devices does not become a distraction to
yourself or others. (Bear in mind that anyone sitting near you can probably see
what’s on your computer or tablet screen. Also, remember that multitasking
while maintaining focus is really di�cult. If you’re shopping or catching up on
email, Twitter, or Facebook, you’re missing a lot of what’s going on in class.)

I reserve the right to request that you put your device(s) away if I get the sense
that you’re not paying attention or that you’re distracting those around you.

Email

Email is the o�cial means of communication at Saint Mary’s College, and all
o�cial communications from the College will be sent to your saintmarys.edu
address. It is therefore essential that you check that address on a regular basis
(I would strongly recommend you check it daily during the work week). If you
fail to do so, you may miss vital information.

Please use your saintmarys.edu address for all communications regarding this
course. (If you have other email addresses and would like to be able to check
them all in one central location, please see me. I can make a few suggestions
about ways to do that.)

Academic honesty

Academic inquiry always involves conversation. Sometimes that conversation is
verbal; at other times, it takes written form. Whatever form it takes, academic
conversation at its best enables us all to learn from each other. The proper
citation of one’s sources is an important way of engaging conversation partners
who aren’t physically present. Plagiarism makes use of our conversation partners’
ideas without acknowledging their contribution; it robs them of their voice.

7If you have an unusual situation that requires that you be able to monitor your phone during
class, please see me so we can determine how best to make any necessary accommodations.
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It is this failure to acknowledge and involve conversation partners that makes
plagiarism the most serious academic o�ense a student or faculty member can
commit. It is the passing o� of another’s ideas or words as one’s own; in e�ect, it
is theft. It also undercuts the trust that is essential in any community of learning.
The plagiarist shows disrespect not only for those from whom she steals and for
those to whom she presents the plagiarized work, but also for herself. She is, in
e�ect, saying that she is incapable of doing her own work, or that she is too lazy
to acknowledge others involved in the conversation.

For all of these reasons, Saint Mary’s College maintains an academic honesty
policy, which can be found in the College Bulletin. I treat incidents of plagiarism
very seriously. At minimum, a student whose work is discovered to be plagiarized
will fail the assignment in question. Truly egregious or repeated instances of
plagiarism may result in failure for the course, not just the assignment. In keeping
with the College’s policy, I will report instances of plagiarism to Academic A�airs.

We will be working together this semester to ensure that everyone in the class
is aware of what plagiarism is and is familiar with how to document sources
correctly. (Problems with citation style and/or formatting do not constitute
plagiarism. I will point out such problems and help you correct them, but as long
as, when you’ve borrowed words or ideas from someone else, you indicate that and
point to the source from which you’ve borrowed, you have not plagiarized.) Both
our own Writing Center and the OWL at Purdue are excellent resources, and can
provide you with assistance in developing your writing skills as well as assistance
with proper documentation. If ever you are in doubt as to whether your paper
contains plagiarized elements, please ask prior to submitting it. Given reasonable
advance notice, I am always happy to go over a draft with you, and to answer
any questions you might have about how to cite your sources properly. Never
let the pressures of academia lead you into dishonesty. Character, self-respect,
and the enjoyment of good conversation are far more important than what may
seem more immediately obvious measures of success.

Students with disabilities

Any student who is eligible for accommodations to complete the requirements
and expectations of this course because of a disability is invited to make her needs
known to me and should also contact Iris Giamo, in the Disability Resource O�ce
located in Madeleva Hall Room 103C (x4262) or e-mail igiamo@saintmarys.edu
for an appointment to review documentation and arrange for appropriate and
legal accommodations. Students who suspect they may have a disability are also
encouraged to contact the Disabilities Resource O�ce.
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