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Course description and learning objectives: 

The Center for Universal Justice and Dignity, a grassroots, intensely focused, 
and highly respected international human rights organization, provides the 
context for this course. MALS students will become trainees with the fictional 
Center to develop human rights investigation and critical reporting skills. The 
Center’s highly interactive training program requires trainees to learn through  
active investigations of human rights issues around the world. These training 
expeditions involve virtual travel around the globe to investigate allegations of 
human rights abuses: government bungling of hurricane relief efforts in New 
Orleans and the Mississippi Gulf Coast, sex trafficking in Thailand, child soldiers 
in Sri Lanka, women in Afghanistan and detainee abuse in Abu Ghraib and 
Guantánamo Bay. In addition, students/trainees will consider the relationship 
between cultural texts and official human rights discourses and will work in 
groups on a contemporary human rights project of their choice. 

The Center’s mission and structure provide the educational goals and 
framework for the course. The Center trains human rights monitors around the 
world and provides educational resources for schools, government 
organizations, and NGOs. It is divided into five functional units that focus 
research and education into the following investigative areas: women and 
children; peace, safety, and security; health and education; economic justice; 
and the rights of prisoners and detainees. 

Trainees (MALS graduate students) will develop critical familiarity with the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, its historical antecedents in the U.S. 
Bill of Rights and the French Rights of Man, and explore the theoretical, 
cultural, and political foundations of these documents. They will also consider 
critiques of human rights in terms of its claims of universality and the ways in 
which human rights is mobilized in specific contexts.   

Additional Information on Assignments and Grading: 

After successful completion of the training and expeditions (30% of course 
grade), each trainee will read Michael Ondaatje’s novel, Anil’s Ghost, to 



consider how cultural expressions of human rights relate to “official” 
discourses such as human rights reports and protocols (20% of course grade).  
Finally, each trainee will participate as a member of group research unit 
assigned by the Director to investigate current international human rights 
problems and issue a team report (50% of course grade), submitted in Wiki 
format to the Center’s website. 

All work is submitted through Blackboard.  Use the “Reports” function on our 
Blackboard menu for the training exercise (Part 9 of the first week’s work), 
your three training expedition reports, and your response on Anil’s Ghost.  Use 
the “Wiki” function for organizing your final projects research and then for 
constructing your final wiki-report. 

If Blackboard is down for some reason, you may email me your report as an 
attachment; however, this should be a last resort, and I will only accept your 
work this way if Blackboard itself is the problem.   

Individual Training Reports 

Choose three out of the five possible training expeditions— 

1) New Orleans and the Gulf Coast after Katrina 
2) Thailand and the International Sex Trade 
3) Sri Lanka and Child Soldiers 
4) Guantánamo Bay and Abu Ghraib and the Rights of Detainees 
5) Afghanistan and women’s rights 

-- and complete one of your expedition reports (of approx. 1,000 words 
each) each week for the next three weeks.  Each report must include: 

• A brief summary of the history of the problem (one paragraph) 
and why allegations of human rights abuses have been made. 

• A summary of efforts to resolve the problem and an assessment of 
failures and successes. 

• A well-structured, concise paragraph that cites the best 
theoretical foundation from your reading to support your 
determination that a human rights violation has occurred. 

• Recommendations for policy changes, including a determination 
that the host government warrants certification as being in 
compliance with international law. Be sure to give a clear 
justification for your recommendations and judgments. 

*Full documentation of sources (footnotes or endnotes with page 
numbers, locations, in either MLA or APA style as long as your citations 
are consistent).  Failure to cite sources puts you in danger of plagiarizing 
and denies you credit for research. 

Note: All reports due 9 a.m. on Mondays, a week after each unit begins 



Response to Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost 

For this short response (approx. 1,000 words), consider the relationship 
between the artist (a category which also implies Ondaatje) and the 
human rights worker.  How does the novel construct these 
categories?  What work do they do and how do they do that work?  What 
does the novel seem to be saying about these different responses to 
egregious human rights violations?  How does his depiction of official 
human rights discourses relate to your research on them earlier in the 
course? 

Final Group Projects 

The final unit of your training will ask you to work with a group of other 
students/trainees on a contemporary human rights project of your 
choice.  The Director (the professor) will arrange groups and designate a 
group leader. The final Wiki project will count for 50% of your grade. 

Active participation by each trainee in research unit blogs and wikis is a 
quantifiable feature and accounts for a significant percentage of 
individual grades for the final report. 

The success of each group investigation depends on the commitment of 
all participants. The Center firmly believes that collaborative inquiry 
provides the most effective environment for understanding complex 
human problems and making sound recommendations for resolving them. 

Each unit report (2000-3000 words in Wiki format) must provide the 
following: 

• A brief summary of the history of the problem (500-750 words) 
and why allegations of human rights abuse have been made 

• A list of specific articles in international human rights standards 
that pertain to reported violations 

• A summary of evidence to support the allegations 
• A theoretical foundation for the group’s analysis and findings 
• A summary of political and judicial efforts to rectify the problems 
• A summary of issues that are unresolved 
• Policy recommendations and certification of compliance 
• A list of resources (books and articles, films and documentaries, 

web resources) 
• End notes with full documentation of all sources used in the 

report 
  

Suggested division of labor for investigative units: 
• Project coordinator (assigned by the Director) 



• Text and graphics editor 
• Theory expert 
• Reporters 
• Resource team 

          a. Books and articles               
b. Films and documentaries               
c. Web resources  

• Writers (every member of the group is a writer) 
 

Note: Investigative units will be assigned early in the training period so 
that you can get acquainted and begin organizing your assignment. Each 
unit will have a team meeting [function site] for online conversation and 
also a reporting [function site] in Wiki format for the team’s 
investigation and reporting, all through our Blackboard Site (the tab for 
Wikis is on the menu on the left). Please note that the Wiki function 
enables the Director to assess individual contributions to the website. It 
is possible for the Unit to receive high approval by the Director (an A on 
the research project), but an individual team member whose 
contribution is minimal may not be guaranteed permanent employment 
by the Center (in other words, those who let others do the work will 
receive lower grades in the course). 

Books to Purchase or Obtain from the Library: 

• Patrick Hayden, The Philosophy of Human Rights: Readings in Context, 
St. Paul, MN: Paragon House (2001). ISBN 1557787905 

• Michael J. Perry, The Idea of Human Rights: Four Inquiries, New York: 
Oxford University Press (2003). ISBN 9780195138283 

• Michael Ondaatje, Anil’s Ghost, NY: Vintage (2001). ISBN 0375724370 
 

In addition to two books on the human rights theory and Ondaatje’s Anil’s 
Ghost, all the remaining readings are available online at no charge. These 
include all the relevant international protocols and treaties. Trainees will also 
be expected to view documentaries and films and read additional materials 
that inform their human rights research on specific regional studies. The course 
will enable trainees to learn research methods that encourage investigative 
independence and creativity while maintaining academic rigor in order to 
understand complex social issues and recommend achievable solutions in their 
reports to the agency Director (professor). 

It is critical that you read both required texts by Patrick Hayden and Michael 
Perry carefully so that your research and findings are well-grounded in human 
rights theory. These readings contain the foundational moral and political 
philosophies that undergird all modern understandings of human rights. 
Students will be expected to demonstrate in their training reports and final 
investigations solid and explicit grounding in theory. In other words, you will 



need to cite specific philosophers whose insights provide application to your 
particular area of investigation and explain why those theories apply. 

In addition, the required online resources, such as the U.N. training manuals 
and various international treaties and conventions, are made available to you 
free of charge. The U.N. reporting and monitoring manuals are extensive and 
you are expected to read selectively to find the information you need to do 
quality human rights reporting. 

Legally binding treaties and protocols (available on-line) 

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) 
• U.S. Bill of Rights 
• French Rights of Man 
• The Human Rights Act of 1998 (United Kingdom), an introduction 
• The European Convention of Human Rights 

 
 

Online Resources 

• Human Rights Magazine, The American Bar Association 
 http://www.abanet.org/irr/hr.html 

• On-line subscription to one of the following newspapers: New York Times 
(nytimes.com), Washington Post (washingtonpost.com), The Guardian 
(http://www.guardian.co.uk/). 

• Web subscriptions to Amnesty International (http://www.amnesty.org/), 
Human Rights Watch (http://www.hrw.org/). 

• Manual on human rights reporting, Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/manualhrren.pdf 

• General website, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights http://www.un.org/rights/ 
 
 

Articles (pdfs) – additional essays available as links in specific units of the 
course 

• Makau Mutua, “Human Rights as Metaphor,” Human Rights: A Cultural and 
Political Critique (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002). 

• Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im, “Toward a Cross-Cultural Approach to Defining 
International Standards of Human Rights,” Human Rights in Cross-
Cultural Perspectives (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1992). 

• Paul Lauren, “Visions and the Birth of Human Rights,” The Evolution of 
International Human Rights (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2003). 

• Holly Edwards, “Afghan Girl,” Beautiful Suffering: Photography and the 



Traffic in Pain (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 
• Amy Farrell and Patrice McDermott, “Claiming Afghan Women: The Challenge 

of Human Rights Discourse for Transnational Feminism,” Just Advocacy? 
Women’s Human Rights, Transnational Feminisms, and the Politics of 
Representation (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2005). 

 
Academic Integrity Policy: 

Please review UNCG’s policies regarding plagiarism before you begin work on 
the course (http://academicintegrity.uncg.edu). You are expected to abide by 
these policies for all work submitted in this course. Violations of the policies 
will incur sanctions that at the very least include an F for individual 
assignments and could result in a failing grade for the entire course and 
expulsion from the graduate program. Submitting someone else’s work for your 
own, borrowing outside material without attribution, and failing to cite all 
sources could result in failure and expulsion. Consult the MALS online 
handbook, the MLA Handbook, or the Chicago Manual of Style if you have 
questions about appropriate citations. All MALS students are expected to 
conduct graduate level research and follow acceptable academic protocol on 
all assignments. 

When You Have Questions: 

There is also a Discussion Forum within Blackboard for “Questions for the 
Professor.”  Please feel free to email me if you have a question that you are 
sure pertains to you alone; otherwise, post your question in Blackboard and I 
will answer there, so that we may all share information as easily as possible.  
You’ll see on under the Blackboard Discussion Forums that we also have space 
to share more general information with the class as well as group projects. 

 
CALENDAR	  
	  
Week 1: Begins October 17 
Course Introduction  

Training exercise, Part 9, due Monday, October 22 at 9 AM 
Also, please introduce yourself to the class through the “Ice Breaker” 
Discussion Forum on Blackboard. 
 
• The New Recruit: An introduction to the Center and the role that 

trainees play in the overall mission of the organization. What are 
human rights and why do we need them? Readings and exercises about 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its constitutional 
foundations in Western democracy. 

• Orientation: Human Rights around the globe. An introduction to 
violations of human rights in various contexts. Students will learn to 
frame questions about cultural, political, and economic relationships 



that invite abuse and perpetuate power imbalances. See Human Rights 
Today, Briefing Papers on Human Rights: 
http://www.un.org/rights/HRToday/  

• How to do human rights investigation and reporting. An introduction to 
the tools, processes, and methods of human rights investigation. The 
U.N. manuals are primers on qualitative data collection and analysis, 
including demographic and ethnographic research. See UNHCHR: 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/manualhrren.pdf  

• Writing a Report (discussion of format and content requirements) and 
assignments to independent investigation. The Director will assign one 
area of research for each group from a list of current global human 
rights hotspots. Topics may include: disaster relief, religious 
intolerance and persecution, rights of women in Islamic countries, 
voting rights, rights of journalists and writers, threats to the right to 
privacy in the U.S., rights to due process, the pharmaceutical lobby 
and AIDS policy, and sex slavery in Southeast Asia.  

• Complete training exercise (see Training, Part 9) Is This a Human Rights 
Violation? Review five different scenarios and post your response in 
Blackboard. 250 words for each scenario. 

 
Week 2: Training Expedition #1 begins October 23  
Report due October 29, 9 AM 
 
Week 3: Training Expedition #2 begins October 30  
Report due November 5, 9 AM 

 
Week 4: Training Expedition #3 begins November 6  
Report due November 12, 9 AM 
 
Week 5: Read Anil’s Ghost  
Response due November 19, 9 AM 
 
Weeks 6 and 7 (plus Thanksgiving): November 20 to December 10 
Group Investigative Reports 
 
All group research projects are due Monday, December 10, noon. 

	  


