
LL4457V / LL5457V / LL6457V INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW 

The course convenor is Dr. Elena Pribytkova 

Email: elena.pribytkova@nus.edu.sg 

COURSE OBJECTIVES 

The two fundamental goals of the module are to introduce students to topical issues 
surrounding international human rights law and to lay the foundation for their future advanced 
studies of, or work in, the field of human rights. The first section addresses normative bases, 
right-holders, and various types of human rights, corresponding territorial and extraterritorial 
obligations of states and non-state actors, and international and regional mechanisms of human 
rights protection. The second section explores the role of human rights in solving pressing 
global problems, including poverty and inequality, decolonization, social, global and 
environmental injustice, and other obstacles to sustainable development. 

Students successfully completing the module will: 

 have a good knowledge of the main ideas, trends, dilemmas, and challenges underlying 
international human rights law; 

 be familiar with major directions of human rights’ critique as well as various strategies of 
human rights’ justification; 

 have a substantial knowledge of international and regional human rights’ normative 
framework, institutions, and practices; 

 understand human rights’ potential and limitations in reducing poverty and inequality and 
promoting social, global, and environmental justice, and sustainable development;  

 be able to articulate and defend their position in contemporary legal debates concerning 
human rights. 

MODE OF ASSESSMENT 

20% Class Participation 

80% Research Paper (at least 6000 words excluding footnotes) 

The course will comprise seminar sessions requiring a high degree of students’ participation and 
preparatory work. Students will receive regular assignments for each class to analyze normative 
documents, case law, and recommended literature and are expected to be prepared for class 
discussions. Additionally, they will write a research paper on a topic of one of the seminars. 

SYLLABUS 

Seminar 1: Do We Need Human Rights? (History, Discourse, and Critique of Human 
Rights) 

The first seminar will introduce students to the history and contemporary discourse of human 
rights. We will observe numerous approaches to interpreting human rights suggested by 
outstanding human rights theorists and practitioners. To answer the main question of this 
seminar – Do We Need Human Rights? – we will address major directions of human rights’ critique 
as well as various strategies of human rights’ justification. Students will be asked to formulate 
and defend their arguments pro et contra human rights. 
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Seminar 2: Normative Foundations of Human Rights Law: Three “Generations” of 
Human Rights 

The seminar will inspect various sources of international human rights law: customary 
international law, human rights treaties, general principles of law, judicial decisions, and legal 
doctrine. It will also be looking at the coexistence and mutual influence of so called “hard” and 
“soft” human rights law. Following that, the status, content, scope, and the interrelation of the 
three “generations” of human rights – civil and political rights; economic, social and cultural 
rights; and collective (solidarity) rights – will be examined. We will deal with the challenge of the 
legal recognition of socio-economic rights and their equal status with civil and political rights. 
The seminar will also explore peculiarities of the nature and implementation of collective rights 
(such as the right to peace, the right to a healthy environment, the right to development, the 
right to the common heritage of humankind, etc.). 

In this seminar, we will question who are human rights-holders and analyze how human rights 
guarantee a special protection of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged individuals and social 
groups, including children, women, persons with disabilities, older people, minorities, indigenous 
people, refugees, asylum seekers, and migrants. We will also discuss whether it is necessary and 
possible to shift from the Westphalian state-centered to a human-centered world order, i.e., from 
the dominating theory and practice of international (inter-state) justice interpreting states as basic 
moral and legal subjects to those of global justice seeing individuals as “ultimate units” of moral 
and legal concern. As we will see, this shift presupposes recognizing individuals as full-fledged 
subjects of both territorial and extraterritorial legal relations capable to demand the realization of 
their human rights not only from their states but also from other members of the international 
community and to hold the latter accountable for human rights violations. 

Seminar 4: Territorial and Extraterritorial Human Rights Obligations of States and Non-
State Actors 

This seminar will be devoted to territorial and extraterritorial obligations to respect protect and 
fulfill (facilitate, promote, and provide) corresponding to all human rights. It will pay special 
attention to two major types of extraterritorial obligations: remedial extraterritorial obligations 
and global obligations, including obligations of cooperation and assistance. We will consider 
three sets of states’ human rights obligations: their direct obligations towards individuals; their 
obligations as members of intergovernmental organizations; and their obligations to regulate and 
influence the conduct of non-state actors and individuals. Additionally, we will discuss human 
rights obligations of various non-state actors (intergovernmental organizations, NGOs and 
foundations, transnational corporations, territorial entities and armed groups, etc.). Although 
non-state actors are currently among the main decision-makers, norm-setters, institution-
designers, and human rights violators, the contemporary accountability regime does not 
correspond to the capacities, freedoms, and power they enjoy. Students will scrutinize a number 
of widely debated issues: Do non-state actors have human rights-based obligations? According 
to what principles should the content and scope of these obligations be defined? What local and 
global normative framework and mechanisms already exist and what are still necessary for 
holding non-state actors accountable? 

Seminar 5: The United Nations Human Rights System 

The United Nations is a complex system exhibiting a number of various approaches to 
regulating and enforcing human rights. In particular, this seminar will focus on the role of the 

Seminar 3: The Holders of Human Rights: From State-Centered to Human-Centered 
Legal Order 
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U.N. treaty-based bodies (the Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, the Human 
Rights Committee, the Committee on the Rights of the Child, the Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination Against Women, the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the Committee Against Torture, the 
Committee on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their 
Families, and the Committee on Enforced Disappearances) and the U.N. Charter-based bodies 
(Human Rights Council, Human Rights Council Complaint Procedure, the special procedures of 
the Human Rights Council, and Universal Periodic Review). We will also evaluate the efficiency 
of human rights protection through the U.N. treaty bodies’ general procedures, including 
periodic reporting, inquiry procedures, inter-state and individual complaints. 

Seminar 6: Regional Human Rights Systems: African, Arab, ASEAN, European, and 
Inter-American Human Rights Law 

Regional human rights systems represent essential mechanisms for protecting human rights. The 
seminar will compare human rights guarantees, institutions, and practices in African, Arab, 
ASEAN, European, and Inter-American human rights law. We will carefully explore the special 
features, similarities and differences, interrelation and mutual influence of the regional systems. 
In this context, we will also be looking at the regional systems’ ways to interpret human rights 
and their relationship with obligations. In the spotlight will be practices of human rights 
protection in regional judicial and quasi-judicial accountability mechanisms. Based on this 
analysis, students will try to find an answer to the extensively debated question on whether 
human rights can be considered universal despite the variety of the regional human rights 
systems. 

Seminar 7: Human Rights and Colonialism. Third World Approaches to Human Rights 

One of the directions of the human rights’ critique considered in the first seminar relates to the 
fact that human rights themselves, their mechanisms of implementation, and the practices of 
human rights advocacy have been contributing to colonialism / neo-colonialism and unfair 
domination of the Global North over the Global South. In this seminar, we will undertake an 
evidence-based analysis of the history and current examples of human rights’ links to colonial / 
neo-colonial practices. Appealing to the Third World Approaches to International Law (TWAIL) 
and their conclusions relating international human rights law, we will discuss measures 
indispensable for decolonizing human rights law. We will also consider whether and to what 
extent the reconceptualized human rights can serve as an effective means for resisting 
colonialism, promoting remedial justice, and ensuring the right to remedies to victims of colonial 
injustice and gross human rights violations. 

Seminar 8: Human Rights as Instruments of Poverty and Inequality Alleviation 

International human rights law considers poverty and extreme inequality to be denials of human 
rights and acknowledges both national and international obligations to reduce poverty and 
extreme inequality, empower the poor and enable them to lead a dignified life. The seminar will 
look into a set of human rights, including basic socio-economic rights, and institutional 
structures which are indispensable for the universal enjoyment of a decent social minimum.  
Addressing the contemporary debates, we will assess human rights’ potential and limitations in 
combating inequality, prohibiting discrimination and unfair domination, as well in promoting 
relational and distributive social and global justice. We will also discuss the right of poor 
individuals and developing societies to participate in and contribute to poverty and inequality 
alleviation. 
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Seminar 9: Human Rights Agenda and Sustainable Development Agenda 

This seminar will examine the interrelation between international human rights law and the 
sustainable development agenda. We will trace the evolution of the sustainable development 
movement from the United Nations Millennium Declaration to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and scrutinize the similarities and differences and the correlation of human rights 
obligations and sustainable development commitments. The seminar seeks to find solutions to a 
set of important issues: How the human rights agenda and the sustainable development agenda 
may be brought into sync? What is the role of the human right to development in harmonizing 
the agendas? What actors are bound by obligations to cooperate for sustainable development? 
What institutional guarantees are necessary to promote global partnership for sustainable 
development? We will also analyze various traditional (top-down and state-centered) and 
alternative (bottom-up and polycentric) governance and accountability approaches that are used 
to realize human rights and reach the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Seminar 10: Environmental Justice: How  Should Human-Centrism and Eco-Centrism 
Be Balanced? 

Environmental justice represents an essential aspect of global justice. This seminar will inquire: 
What is environmental justice? Who are the subjects of environmental justice? To what extent 
does contemporary human rights law integrate and implement the principles of environmental 
justice (and is generally capable of doing so)? We will compare modes of governing 
environmental justice in human rights law, environmental law, and sustainable development 
agenda and explore their compatibility. Particularly, we will appeal to the existing normative and 
institutional framework, case law, as well as good and bad practices concerning environmental 
justice. We will also examine the possibility and ways to balance human-centrism and eco-
centrism in contemporary global order. If the former demands securing environment adequate 
for humans’ health, well-being, and development, the latter refers to guarantees necessary for 
harmonious co-existence of humanity and nature. Analyzing the potential and limitations of the 
rights-based and obligations-based approaches to environmental justice, we will focus on both 
environmental human rights and the rights of the nature and non-human beings and discuss 
what changes their legal recognition and realization are calling for. 

Seminar 11: Digitalization and Human Rights 

Digital technologies are increasingly being used as a means for human rights violations, social 
exclusion, and marginalization of the most vulnerable who lack access to the benefits of 
technological progress and sufficient knowledge necessary to enjoy them. The former Special 
Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Philip Alston, warns us about the high risk of 
“stumbling, zombie-like, into a digital welfare dystopia” and the danger of the private sector’s 
leading role in designing and operating substantial parts of the digital welfare state. Addressing 
these challenges, the seminar will explore how human rights, including the human right to enjoy 
the benefits of scientific progress and its applications, can promote the use of digital 
technologies to empower disadvantaged individuals and social groups. 

Seminar 12: Conclusion: The Future of Human Rights 

Summarizing the previous discussions, the final seminar will try to predict what is the future of 
human rights. Students will be asked to present their positions on several interrelated issues: Do 
human rights have a future? Do we need a (radical) reconstruction of international human rights 
law to meet the needs and expectations of the current and future generations? What new norms, 
institutions, mechanisms, and practices are necessary? We will also tern to the current debates on 
human rights of future generations and try to determine some basic principles for their 
conceptualization. 


