
 
Instructor (s): Stefania Gialdroni/ Angela Condello 
Email: gialdronis@arcadia.edu /condelloa@arcadia.edu 
Course Title: Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness: Human Rights in Historical 

Perspective 
Course Code: ROMA HSHR 310 
Subject: Political Science, History, Sociology 
Credits: 4 
Semester/Term: ☒ Spring                                    

☒ Fall                                                

☐ Summer                                       
  
Course 
Description: 

The underlying goal of this course is for students to understand that the 
acknowledgement of rights and freedoms that are nowadays commonly 
called “human rights” is the concrete result of the intellectual debate of the 
Enlightenment legal philosophical movement of the 18th century. Students 
will develop a foundational knowledge on both “negative rights” - right(s) to 
life and right(s) to liberty, – and “positive rights” – e.g. right to an education, 
right to decent work, etc. 
 
The first part of the course will be devoted to the analysis of the historical 
background of the concept of “human rights” starting from the 
condemnation of torture and death penalty in 18th century Italy and the 
influence of Jusnaturalism and Enlightenment on the American and the 
French Revolutions. The 19th century will be analyzed with particular 
reference to the abolition of slavery (focus on UK and USA). 
 
The second part of the course will deepen the contemporary development of 
the concept of “human rights” after WWII with particular reference to the 
UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the Italian Constitution 
(1948), the European Convention of Human Rights (1953) and their 
enforcement. The course will end with an overview on the latest studies on 
legal anthropology and the relationship between human rights and gender 
identity. 

Course 
Requirements: 

Required Text 
 
Students will receive a reader which will include selected articles and 
chapters  
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Assignments 

Course Requirements Percentages 

1. Mid-term exam  30 % 

2. Final exam  30 %   

3. Oral presentation  30 %  

4. Class participation  10 % 

Total  100% 
 
Tests and Papers 
Mid-term exam; Final exam; Oral presentation (power point). 
 
Oral presentation 
Two weeks before the final exam the students have to present in front of the 
class a power point on the topic they prefer (10-15 minutes). The topic has 
to be proposed to the instructor two weeks before the presentation at the 
latest. 
 
Midterm Exam 
One mid-term exam: it consists in a list of at least 7 questions on the first 
part of the course. It includes both open and closed questioning. One oral 
exam: it consists in a power point presentation in front of the class.  
 
Final Exam 
One final exam: it consists in a list of at least 7 questions on the second part 
of the course, among which the student has to choose two questions. In-
depth answers are required.  

Learning 
Outcomes  
and/or  
Expected Student 
Competencies: 

On completion of the course, students should be able to: 
 

Learning Outcomes 
1. Define a number of human rights (negative and positive rights) 

and describe the peculiar historical development of each of them. 
2. Identify different kinds of legal historical sources (legal-

philosophical treatises, declarations, constitutions and 
conventions) and put them into the right context. 

3. Show knowledge of the cultural background in which the sources 
analyzed were conceived. 

4. Explain both the similarities and the differences in the evaluation 
of human rights from the 18th century until today. 

5. Show knowledge of the latest legal-anthropological approach to 
human rights. 
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Course Outline: Session Topic 
Session 1  The historical and philosophical approach to human rights: 

17th century natural law theories. 
Readings: 
PAGDEN, Human Rights. 
HOBBES, Leviathan (exctracts) 
LOCKE, Second Treatise of Government (extracts) 

Session 2 Sapere aude. The Enlightenment and its protagonists. 
Readings:  
KANT, "An answer to the question: What is 
Enlightment?" 
VOLTAIRE, "Treatise on tolerance" (extracts).  
BECCARIA, "Of crimes and punishments" (extracts).  

Session 3 Death Penalty and Torture: yesterday and today 
 

Session 4 United States of America: From revolution to 
constitution.  
Readings:  
Declaration of independence;  Bill of Rights.  
ELSTER, "Arguing and bargaining" (extracts) 
 
Field Study: Embodied History : A Journey across 
Centuries in the Sud-Pontino Territory (Southern Lazio), 
its people, its landscapes, and the quest for freedom 

Session 5 France: Revolution and the citizen. 
Readings:  
Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.  
ELSTER, "Arguing and bargaining" (extracts) 

Session 6 Positive law vs. Natural Law after WWII 
Reading:  
LAWRENCE, "The Nuremberg Trial" 
ARENDT, "The banality of Evil" (extracts) 

Session 7 Recap 
Mid-term Exam & Semester Break 
 

Session 8 Towards a Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Focus on 
slavery 
Readings: 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
Slavery Abolition Act (UK, 1833) 
13th Amendement  
TOMUSCHAT, "Human Rights" (extracts) 
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Session 9 Italy: the Rebirth after Fascism 

Readings: 
GENTILI, "A Democratic Republic Founded on Labor" 
The Italian Constitution (extracts) 
Italian Constitution (extracts) 

Session 10 Power Point presentations 
 

Session 11 EU Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms.  
Readings:  
KELSEN, "Peace Through Law" (extracts) 
EU Convention (extracts) 

Session 12 Universality of human rights  vs. cultural relativism 
Reading:  
DONNELLY, "Cultural relativism" 

Session 13 Recap. 
FINAL EXAM  
 

 
Other Policies: Expectations 

Professional behavior is expected of all students. This includes preparation 
for classes, on-time attendance at classes, attendance at all group sessions 
and appropriate participation in the form of attentiveness and contributions 
to the course.  Respect for the academic process is the major guiding 
principle for professional behavior and extends to all communications, 
including e-mail.  
 
Attendance/Participation 
Prompt attendance, full preparation, and active participation in class 
discussions are expected from every student in every class session. 
 
Course Policies 
For e-mail communications, students must use their Arcadia University e-mail 
account. Students are responsible for any information provided by e-mail or 
through Intranet postings. 
 
Plagiarism 
Representation of another’s work or ideas as one’s own in academic 
submissions is plagiarism, and is cause for disciplinary action. Cheating is actual 
or attempted use of resources not authorized by the instructor(s) for academic 
submissions. Students caught cheating in this course will receive a failing grade. 
Fabrication is the falsification or creation of data, research or resources to 
support academic submissions, and cause for disciplinary action. 

©Arcadia University | The College of Global Studies  4 
 



 
Late or Missed Assignments  
Will not be accepted for grading. 
 
Students with Disabilities 
Persons with documented disabilities requiring accommodations to meet the 
expectations of this course should disclose this information while enrolling 
into the program, and before leaving the United States so that appropriate 
arrangements can be made.  
 

Prerequisites: None but a previous philosophy or political sciences course is preferred. 
 

Country and 
Program 
Connection: 

Nowadays, it is a widespread and commonly accepted idea that everyone is 
endowed with certain rights merely by reason of being human. Nevertheless, 
it hasn’t been always the case. This course aims to follow the origin of the 
concept of human rights, starting from the intellectual debate of the 
Enlightenment legal-philosophical movement of the 18th century - with 
particular focus on the condemnation of torture and death penalty - and 
ending with some of the most important contemporary declarations of 
human rights and their concrete enforcement at a national and international 
level. Comparisons between the development of the issue in Italy, France 
and the USA will be deepened. The course will be based on the analysis of 
texts that are often quoted but usually not read: A way to rediscover our 
past to better understand our future 
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