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I. Course Objectives 
 
This seminar will explore the history and normative content of the law of State responsibility with 
a view to providing an overview of this central area of public international law, its contributions, 
challenges, and shortcomings.  
 
This module will allow students to explore key international legal questions and challenges arising 
in the application and interpretation of the rules of State responsibility. The course will first 
provide them with a better grasp of the underlying philosophy and principal historical and political 
impetuses for the development of the modern system of State responsibility. After laying down 
the foundations of the subject, this seminar will seek to introduce its participants to the most 
controversial and challenging features and aspects of the law of State responsibility through the 
study of specific areas in which its rules can be applied. In particular, the module will investigate 
the potential contributions and shortcomings of that normative scheme in the global fight against 
terrorism, and its effectiveness as a tool to combat piracy, transboundary pollution, and other 
transborder threats. Similarly, the seminar will shed light on special regimes of State responsibility 
in specific fields of international law, including international arbitration and trade law, and consider 
alternative and critical approaches to State responsibility. 
 
Module participants will be invited to approach the topic through a critical lens and it is to be 
hoped that they will analyse the various manifestations and applications of State responsibility 
norms and principles within their respective legal and political contexts. The aim, therefore, will 
be for participants to develop their legal and policy sensibilities in addressing both the role and 
shortcomings of this fundamental normative scheme under international law. At the end of the 
day, a better grasp of the contents and contours of State responsibility mechanics will provide 
seminar participants with a better overall understanding of the international legal system and of 
the inevitable, but sometimes desirable, tension between law and politics. 
 
Recurrent underlying themes will include promoting the rule of law and sanctioning violations of 
the international legal order; the perceived power imbalance between States in international 
relations (and between other actors); the tension between upholding States’ sovereign equality and 
counteracting internationally wrongful conduct efficiently; the importance of multilateralism and 
transnational cooperation versus the unilateral invocation and implementation of State 
responsibility; the processes of auto qualification and self-judging by injured States; the usefulness 
and limits of sanctions and reparation (including restitution, compensation, and satisfaction); 
unilateral enforcement versus institutional/multilateral implementation of State responsibility; 
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coordination issues arising out of the interplay between domestic legal systems and the 
international legal order; and the intersection of law and politics. 
 
At the end of the course, it is expected that participants should be able to:  
 
1. Demonstrate awareness and understanding of the international legal framework related to 

the responsibility of States for internationally wrongful acts.  
 
2. Demonstrate familiarity with key international and multilateral instruments, relevant 

jurisprudence, customary law rules and concepts, and be able to apply them to real-world 
scenarios. 

 
3. Appreciate the challenges posed by present-day threats on the international plane and gauge 

the role and impact of State responsibility norms in addressing or suppressing them. 
 
4. Exhibit an understanding of the legal and political restraints that may limit or condition 

States’ application of State responsibility rules. 
 
5. Articulate and defend a reasoned approach on the most appropriate international legal tools 

to be used when confronted with a violation of international law. 
 
Ultimately, this module will show that the law of State responsibility constitutes an essential and 
crosscutting remedial field of international law, which also provides an entry-point for the study 
of various substantive branches of international law and their relationship/interaction with the 
relevant State responsibility norms. Therefore, this module will complement course offerings in 
public international law, international criminal law, international humanitarian law, international 
arbitration, and human rights law. This seminar will be of interest not only to those attracted to 
the history, theory, and application of international legal norms, but also to those who have 
practical inclinations. Indeed, issues of State responsibility are increasingly tackled in many fields 
of international law practice, including investment arbitration, all manner of State-to-State 
disputes, international environmental law, international humanitarian law, etc. 
 
II. Teaching Style and Modalities 
 
This seminar will involve a mixture of lecturing, class discussion, and problem-solving. Students 
are expected to have done the assigned readings before attending class. The course will 
proceed based on this assumption. Typically, the class will begin with an overview of the topic 
to be covered that week, followed by a discussion of the specific issues raised in the readings and 
classroom exchanges and/or problem-solving. In light of the evolving circumstances related to 
COVID-19, some or all of the seminar sessions may be conducted online. 
 
Students are expected to participate in the classroom discussions. Depending upon module 
enrolment, a group of students may be designated each week to be ‘on the spot’ to answer 
questions about the readings, deliver a short presentation, lead class discussion, and raise their own 
questions for class discussion, beginning in Week 2.  
 
Compulsory reading materials for each session will be uploaded into individual folders in 
LumiNUS. Additional readings will be suggested in the syllabus in case you want to deepen your 
understanding in a particular area, but will not form part of the compulsory materials for the class. 
The compulsory readings will include foundational texts, provisions, and documents on State 
responsibility, supplemented by scholarly articles discussing both specific and general aspects of 
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this field. Students will be expected to monitor LumiNUS and their email accounts, as 
announcements might be made through those means.  
 
This module is an advanced seminar in international law and presumes that students are or will 
become familiar with fundamental concepts in international law such as sovereignty, jurisdiction, 
treaties, customary international law, the United Nations machinery, etc. Students who have no 
background in public international law are strongly advised to acquire basic understanding of the 
field and are encouraged to consult the following general works, as needed, prior to the beginning 
of the course: MN Shaw, International Law (8th edn, Cambridge University Press 2017) and JR 
Crawford, Brownlie’s Principles of Public International Law (9th edn, Oxford University Press 2019). 
Moreover, further background readings and slides on international law will be uploaded in a 
separate folder on LumiNUS. Students who have no background in international law will be 
strongly advised to read these documents before the beginning of the course, in addition to 
consulting the abovementioned general works. Students who have had some exposure to public 
international law will also be advised to review the background materials uploaded on LumiNUS, 
as they will provide a helpful refresher of basic concepts and principles.  
 
III. Mode of Assessment 
 
Students will be assessed on the basis of class participation (30%) and a 6000-word research paper, 
exclusive of footnotes (70%). Additional information on the research paper requirement will be 
provided during the introductory seminars. A strong command of the English language, both 
written and spoken, will be an advantage.  
 
IV. Syllabus and Reading List 
 
A more detailed syllabus and reading list will be uploaded in due course. Seminars 1–7 provide the 
foundational and historical background on the relevant international legal concepts, the normative 
international framework, the evolution of State responsibility as an area under general international 
law, and an overview of the key normative operations, challenges, and debates in the field. 
Seminars 8–11 embark upon a critical review of the advantages and limits of State responsibility 
in key areas of international life, in particular through a study of the potential contributions and 
shortcomings of that normative scheme in tackling present-day challenges.  
 
While no particular casebook or textbook will be assigned for this seminar, the following works 
will constitute helpful complements to the course materials: 
 

(i) International Law Commission’s Articles on Responsibility of States for Internationally 
Wrongful Acts, with Commentaries (ILC Articles), available online at 
http://legal.un.org/ilc/texts/instruments/english/commentaries/9_6_2001.pdf; 
 

(ii) JR Crawford, State Responsibility: The General Part (Cambridge University Press 2013);  
 

(iii) JR Crawford et al (eds), The Law of International Responsibility (Oxford University Press 
2010); and 

 
(iv) JR Crawford, International Law Commission’s Articles on State Responsibility: Introduction, Text 

and Commentaries (Cambridge University Press 2002). 
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The main topics to be addressed in the course of the seminar (subject to modification) are as 
follows:  
 
SEMINAR ONE: COURSE OVERVIEW AND REVIEW OF KEY INTERNATIONAL LAW 

CONCEPTS 
 
SEMINAR TWO:  HISTORICAL EVOLUTION, AND FOUNDATIONAL CONCEPTS: 

RESPONSIBILITY FOR INJURIES TO ALIENS, DISTINCTION BETWEEN 
PRIMARY AND SECONDARY NORMS, ATTRIBUTION, AND THE 
ESSENCE OF INTERNATIONAL RESPONSIBILITY 

 
 
SEMINAR THREE:  GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF STATE RESPONSIBILITY: ATTRIBUTION OF 

WRONGFUL CONDUCT TO A STATE AND BREACH OF AN 
INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATION 

  
SEMINAR FOUR:  GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF STATE RESPONSIBILITY: ATTRIBUTION OF 

WRONGFUL CONDUCT TO A STATE AND BREACH OF AN 
INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATION (CONTINUED) 

 
SEMINAR FIVE: AVOIDING RESPONSIBILITY: CIRCUMSTANCES PRECLUDING 

WRONGFULNESS 
 
SEMINAR SIX:  LEGAL CONSEQUENCES: CONTENT OF THE INTERNATIONAL 

RESPONSIBILITY OF A STATE AND REPARATION FOR INJURY 
 
SEMINAR SEVEN:  THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE INTERNATIONAL RESPONSIBILITY 

OF A STATE: INVOCATION, ENFORCEMENT, COMMUNITARIAN 
OBLIGATIONS, AND ISSUES OF STANDING  

 
SEMINAR EIGHT: ON PROPORTIONALITY AND OTHER REQUIREMENTS: 

COUNTERMEASURES AND GENERAL PROVISIONS 
 
SEMINAR NINE:  ADDRESSING TRANSNATIONAL SECURITY THREATS: TERRORISM, 

PIRACY, AND THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STATE RESPONSIBILITY 
AND USE OF FORCE 

 
SEMINAR TEN:  USING STATE RESPONSIBILITY TO TACKLE TRANSBOUNDARY 

POLLUTION AND ENVIRONMENTAL DAMAGE, AND SPECIAL REGIMES 
OF STATE RESPONSIBILITY  

 
SEMINAR ELEVEN:  SPECIAL REGIMES OF STATE RESPONSIBILITY (CONTINUED), 

CRITICAL APPROACHES TO STATE RESPONSIBILITY, RESPONSIBILITY 
OF INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS, AND COURSE CONCLUSION 

 
 
 
 
 

_________ 


