POLITICAL SCIENCE 389

INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS

Fall 2007

M/W 3:35 p.m. – 5:15 p.m.

Mooney 302

Instructor: Stefan Dolgert

Office: Gray 203

Office Hours:  Monday 5:15 – 6:15; Wednesday 2:30 – 3:30 and after class; by appointment

Email: sdolgert@elon.edu

Phone: 602-793-9397

“Troubles overcome are good to tell.”  

--Yiddish proverb

“He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster. And when you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.”  

--Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil
We live in the age of human rights – but what exactly does this mean?  What is a “right,” anyway?  Does it come from God?  From nature?  Are rights simply matters of convention, or, more provocatively, are they “nonsense upon stilts,” as Jeremy Bentham called them?  What do we have rights to, and whom may we justly claim should recognize them?  Does the expression “human rights” indicate something distinct, or are all rights “human” in some sense?  Can we grant rights to humans and deny them to animals?  And assuming that we figure out what they are and where they come from we must then ask: what are they good for?  How do human rights function in philosophical arguments and in political action?  What do we make of claims to universal human rights in a culturally diverse world?  Do human rights show us the promise of a utopian future, or are they merely another mask that power uses to disguise itself and its operations?  Has the West inaugurated this “age of human rights” in order to free the world, or in order to more subtly enchain it?

We will inquire about these questions and others by looking at several particular “cases” in the field on human rights.  We will examine the issue of genocide, the treatment of detainees in U.S. custody as this relates to international conventions against torture, cultural relativism (and the issue of female genital cutting in particular), and world poverty.  We will conclude by reflecting on the topic of transitional justice, as the question of how we respond to human rights abuses is no less contentious than the principles underlying them.  Do we aim to heal the victims (or those left to stand in their stead), or do we seek to punish the guilty?  To this end we will explore the recent experiences with TRCs in South Africa, as we ask in what ways this novel form of justice can help us to respond to human rights violations.

Ultimately this question of transitional justice – restitution or retribution – will lead us back to the beginning of the course and the philosophical foundations from which we started.  Our prior notions, about human nature, the concepts of sovereignty and right, and the nature of the international system, will determine how we answer the calls for humanitarian action that will surely present themselves to us.  These calls will likely proliferate over time, and will force us to answer concretely both what we think of as “right” as well as what we believe is “human.”  The answers to these questions may surprise us, just as we may be surprised to find ourselves not always with the prosecution, but sometimes with the accused.

Main texts: 

Ariel Dorfman, Death and the Maiden
Samantha Power, A Problem From Hell
Henry Shue, Basic Rights
Karen Greenberg, editor, The Torture Debate in America
Joanne Bauer and Daniel Bell, editors, The East Asian Challenge for Human Rights
Robert Rotberg and Dennis Thompson, editors, Truth v. Justice
Plus several selected articles available on Blackboard.

Movies (screenings will be arranged):

Ghosts of Rwanda (or Hotel Rwanda)

Manderlay

Walk on Water
Class Style:

This class will be conducted as both a discussion-intensive seminar and a lecture.  I will lecture on occasion, to be sure, but the primary impetus and energy in this classroom will come from you, the students.  We will also have a number of in-class debates, roleplays, simulations, mock trials, and group projects, as well as short writing assignments to help us clarify our thoughts before beginning the discussion.

Please come prepared to discuss the materials each day, and this means arguing about them in a thoughtful manner with your instructor and fellow classmates.  These discussions should be respectful of others’ views, but in no way does that suggest that we paper over our differences with others.  We will learn from each other precisely to the extent that we can figure out exactly how much we disagree with one another.

Grading and Assignments:

Reflection papers (10 x 1-2 pages): 200 points (20 points each) = 20%

Due every Monday, beginning September 10.  However, the weeks with Short Papers (10/17 and 11/19) have no reflection paper due, nor is there one due the week of December 3rd.

Final exam: 200 points = 20%

Two short papers (6-8 pages): 400 points (200 each)  = 40%

DUE: October 17 and November 19

Group Presentation (on a community human rights project): 100 points = 10%

Group Project must be approved by instructor by September 20th.

Participation (pop quizzes are possible): 100 points = 10%

The reflection papers should be about ONE particular issue that you found interesting in the reading.  Please bring your printed-out paper to class on the Mondays when they are due.  Describe the issue/argument, and comment on either: 1) what is wrong with the author’s argument, and how you would fix it or reject it; 2) what is right about it, and how it can help us to understand human rights better; 3) something in the argument that puzzles you, and suggest a solution; or 4) how this text can help us to think differently about a different human rights issue.  Other possible ways of doing these papers exist, but these four templates are meant to help suggest a direction for your writing.

The short papers are due at the beginning of class on the day assigned.  They should be written double-spaced, in Times New Roman 12 point (no Courier!) with standard margins.  If papers are emailed it is the student’s responsibility to make sure that the draft sent is the proper one, and if in doubt about the satisfactory transmission of the document you should bring a written copy to class.  Email snafus are not acceptable excuses for late papers. 

The Group Project will involve selecting an issue of importance in human rights and will include: 1) some kind of activity to educate the larger Elon student/public about this issue; 2) a group presentation in class about the issue and the efforts to educate the public (strategy used, successes and failures, etc.).  The point is to begin to put our ideas into practice, to see the unique challenges that international human rights poses to contemporary activism.  Oh, and BE CREATIVE!

Attendance:  Mandatory, with one “free” absence (no notice necessary).  Each unexcused absence after that subtracts 5% from your grade, and thus two such absences results in a zero for participation.

Students with Special Needs:

Elon provides accommodations to students who have documentation of a disability and work through Disabilities Services to arrange accommodation.  Contact Priscilla Lipe in Duke 108, and once you have established eligibility please come and see me as soon as possible.

Honor Code:

You are responsible for understanding and abiding by Elon’s honor code.  Violations will be prosecuted and result in immediate failure of the course (at a minimum).  See the online Elon University Student Handbook for a full description of the honor code: (http://www.elon.edu/students/handbook/acahoncode.asp). 

SCHEDULE OF READINGS
August 29 – Introductions 

September 3 – How should we think about rights and crimes?

Death and the Maiden, entire (3-68)

I. GENOCIDE

September 5 – Background of the Idea

A Problem From Hell, 1-60

September 10 – Genocide (U.S. Policy Making)

A Problem From Hell, 61-86, 155-170

September 12 – Genocide in Iraq? 

A Problem From Hell, 171-246

September 17 – Rwandan Graveyard

A Problem From Hell, 329-390

September 19 – Srebrenica 

A Problem From Hell, 391-442

September 24 – Never Again?

A Problem From Hell, 475-516

II. TORTURE

September 26 –Torture I

The Torture Debate, 1-31

October 1 – Torture II

The Torture Debate, 35-74

October 3 – Good Torture?

The Torture Debate, 84-117

October 8 – The Legal Debate

The Torture Debate, 118-133, 229-255

III. HUNGER

October 10 – Hunger and Rights

Basic Rights, 5-34

October 15 NO CLASS: FALL BREAK

October 17 – Duties and Liberty

Basic Rights, 35-87

October 22 – Challenges 

Basic Rights, 91-130

October 24 – The End of Hunger?

Basic Rights, 131-180

IV. CULTURAL RELATIVISM

October 29 – Are Rights Universal?

Adamantia Pollis and Peter Schwab, “Human Rights: A Western Construct with Limited Applicability” (Blackboard) 

Richard Rorty, “Human Rights, Rationality, and Sentimentality” (Blackboard)

October 31 – Yes, They Are!

East Asian Challenge, 60-102

November 5 – Between Civilizations

East Asian Challenge, 103-146

November 7 – Islam and Confucianism

East Asian Challenge, 169-192, 212-237

November 12 –Relativism and Female Genital Cutting

Carla Obermeyer, “The Health Consequences of Female Circumcision: Science, Advocacy, and Standards of Evidence” (Blackboard)

Gerry Mackie, "Female Genital Cutting: A Harmless Practice?"  (Blackboard)
November 14 – YOU DECIDE

November 19 – Animals and Human Rights
Peter Singer, “All Animals are Equal” (Blackboard)

November 21 NO CLASS: THANKSGIVING

V. TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION

November 26 – What to do in the Aftermath?

Truth v. Justice, 22-42, 68-93

November 28 – The South African TRC

Truth v. Justice, 122-139, 141-157, 170-184

December 3 – GROUP PRESENTATIONS I

December 5 LDOC! – GROUP PRESENTATIONS II

FINAL EXAM – TUESDAY, DECEMBER 11, 1 – 4 p.m.

Possible topics for November 14 (this is by no means an exhaustive list):

Women’s Rights

Gay/Lesbian/Transgender Rights

Religious Freedom

International Development

Clean Water

Workers’ Rights

Indigenous Rights

Stem Cell/ Bioethics

Environmental Justice/ Global Warming

War on Terror

War on Drugs

Refugees

Just War Doctrine

Promoting Democracy

Darfur

Israel/Palestine

Humanitarian Intervention
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