Rights, Norms and Social Justice

First Paper Topic


The first paper topic is designed to serve two purposes: first, to ask you to perform a more in-depth analysis of the assigned readings and second, to enable you to provide a foundation for the final twenty-page paper. 


In terms of the first objective, the paper should carefully develop an argument or position that responds to or reflects upon three or more of the readings. The readings should be referred to liberally and specifically (using both quotes and paraphrases). References should be made to alternative points of view or evidence found in the readings.


The final paper should ultimately focus on a major topic covered by the course (i.e., civil rights and civil liberties, school desegregation, gender discrimination, same-sex marriage, animal rights, sexual harassment, fat discrimination, disability rights, rape, and domestic violence) or a variant of one of these topics. Your final paper will focus on a carefully defined question about one of these topics. Depending on your topic, this may require you to do additional research in the final phrases of the project. At this stage, however, please focus on the readings in the syllabus.

Please write in response to one of these questions:


(1) When are rights powerful and effective means for preserving individual dignity, strengthening identity, protecting self-interests, or promoting social change? When do rights fail to empower? Describe why and how rights are considered fundamental to advancing the political interests of individuals and/or groups.


(2) How are rights exercised in everyday life? What insights do we gain from contrasting the symbolic significance of rights from people’s everyday practice and engagement with rights? Are you optimistic about rights as a means to promote a strong democratic culture and social change?

(3) How does a vulnerability analysis reframe antidiscrimination policy or, more generally, rights-based activism. What are the advantages and disadvantages of vulnerability analysis? How does it compare to other approaches to advocate for the interests of people or animals who experience systematic disadvantage or mistreatment.

These questions are designed to help you start formulating a “perspective” for your final paper. If you already have chosen the topic area for your final paper, you may want to draw connections to one of these questions. 


Suggested length: 4-5 pages


Due: anytime before Monday October 18 (please submit your paper via e-mail to kbumiller@amherst.edu by 10:00 AM)

