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Immigrants’ Civil/Political Rights Seminar: Hiroshi Motomura 
August 24, 2005 

Handout #2: Syllabus 

About the seminar 

Substance: This seminar examines the civil and political rights of noncitizens.  To put the 
same idea somewhat differently, this seminar asks when and how questions of civil and political 
rights are complicated by immigration and citizenship status.  For example, are noncitizens 
eligible for welfare benefits or public employment?  Should they be allowed to vote?  Do 
undocumented immigrants have employment law protections, access to public education or 
driver licenses?  Can noncitizens complain about racial profiling?  More generally, do the rights 
of noncitizens come from the U.S. Constitution, from statutes, or from human rights?  We will 
also consider the citizen/noncitizen distinction in historical and comparative perspective, as part 
of the larger question of what it means to be “foreign.”   

Approach: this seminar is mainly a writing workshop.  Our highest priority is for each of 
you to produce a publication-quality paper.  We will use the tasks of writing your own papers 
and reading other students’ draft papers as the principal vehicles for covering substance. 

Texts  

Although there are two officially listed books for this seminar, the reading from Immigration 
and Citizenship will only be around 120 pages, so if you would be using this book only for the 
seminar (i.e., not for the Immigration & Citizenship course, for which it is the main text) you 
might be able to get by with the copy on reserve in the library.   

The other book on the reading list is 2005 Statutory Supplement: Immigration and 
Nationality Laws of the United States: Selected Statutes, Regulations and Forms.  You don’t 
really need this for the seminar (we will consult the statute only occasionally, and you can do 
that on-line, though the Immigration & Citizenship course will use the Statutory Supplement 
heavily.) 

Most of the seminar reading will consist of packets to be distributed and drafts of papers.   

Reaching me 

My office is room 5134, on the fifth floor.  Please feel free to come whenever you find it 
convenient, or to make an appointment.  My office phone is (919) 962-4126, and my e-mail 
address is motomura@email.unc.edu.   

Website and e-mail 

The website and e-mail are important parts of the seminar.  The website is at 
blackboard.unc.edu, where you can read and download handouts, reading packets, and draft 
papers.  I have also set up a class e-mail list, to which you will be subscribed automatically.  You 
can reach everyone in the seminar by sending a message to: immcit@listserv.unc.edu 

Evaluation and grading  

Your final paper grade will reflect both mechanics (inc. organization, clarity, and writing 
style), and argument (inc. issue identification, analysis of issues, research support, disposition of 
issues, and new insights).  Your final paper grade will be your seminar grade, except I’ll raise 
grades up to 0.4 points to reflect (1) the quality (not quantity) of oral participation, and (2) the 
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quality of your written comments on drafts by other students.  And because this is a cooperative 
venture, I’ll lower grades for (1) clearly substandard outlines and/or drafts; (2) missed deadlines; 
and/or (3) absences, late arrivals, and/or unpreparedness for more than two sessions (please leave 
a cushion for illness, weather and transportation problems, etc.).  There is no exam.   

Semester overview 

Session #1: August 30: organization; writing papers, topics 

We’ll discuss (a) organizational matters, (b) how to write a seminar paper, and (c) your 
ideas for paper topics.   

With regard to (c), think about topic areas that interest you, either of your own creation or 
from among the suggestions in the syllabus.  Start by skimming pages 1016-95 and 1154-82 in 
T. Alexander Aleinikoff, David A. Martin & Hiroshi Motomura, Immigration and Citizenship: 
Process and Policy (West 5th ed. 2003).  Come prepared to discuss an area (or areas) of interest 
to you and how you might narrow the focus down to a feasible seminar paper.   

Sessions ##2-3: September 6, 13: reading assignments 

For these two sessions, I’ll choose readings from the casebook and other sources, to cover 
areas that will not be covered by any of your papers. 

Sessions ##4-8: September 20, 27, October 4, 11, 18: readings related to papers 

In these five sessions, we’ll discuss readings related to your papers (three papers per 
session).  These readings will prepare us to understand and critique your drafts later.  I’ll work 
with each of you to select readings (15-page limit). 

Sessions ##9-13: October 25, November 1, 8, 15, 22: discussion of drafts 

In these five sessions, we’ll discuss your drafts (three papers per session).  Another student 
will start discussion with an oral critique (not a summary) of your draft.  You will have a chance 
to respond, and then we’ll open up group discussion.  Every other seminar student will come to 
the session with a thoughtful and constructive written critique (about 250 words) of your draft. 

Research papers: guidelines and schedule 

Your paper must reflect substantial research and writing.  It should be about 25-30 double-
spaced pages including footnotes (on the same page as the text).  As the semester proceeds, you 
will need to submit a (1) scheduling questionnaire, (2) topic report, (3) detailed outline, (4) set of 
readings; (5) draft paper, and (6) final version.  Please make your outline as detailed and your 
draft paper as close to final as you can make them, or else you’ll be leaving too much for later.   

I’ll give you written comments within a week at each stage of the process, but please feel 
free to meet with me as often as you want.   

Scheduling questionnaire: due 12:00 noon, Friday, September 2 

In our first session, I’ll distribute a questionnaire to ask you for scheduling preferences.  
I’ll then set up a schedule with draft discussion dates and due dates for your outlines and drafts.   

Topic report: due 9 p.m., Tuesday, September 13 

First choose a topic area, and then within that area find a paper topic that is interesting and 
important enough to be worth your time and effort, yet something you can fully research and 
analyze in one semester and 30 pages.  Start by looking at the material referenced at the end of 
this syllabus, then familiarize yourself with the basic issues.  Locate and read the significant 
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articles and cases.  You may need to explore several topics before you find one that will work.   

A paper might discuss an important recent development, or analyze an area of law more 
generally.  A paper might seek to influence legal developments by suggesting reform, or by 
supplying a new framework for analysis of the topic.  Your work must be original, but don’t 
avoid topics just because others have already addressed them.  What counts is not being the first 
to write on a topic, but rather bringing your own original thought to bear on it.  

Remember that any paper worth doing will be complex enough that your topic will be 
subject to constant adjustment and redefinition as you make progress.  If, when you start, you 
can predict everything that you will read and write, your topic is probably too simple.  

Your topic report (about 500 words) must include: (1) a brief description of your topic, 
explaining why it is important (and/or why you care about it); (2) a preliminary list of source 
materials; and (3) some tentative ideas that you plan to explore in your research and writing.  
Please email your topic report to me as an attachment. 

Readings: due Thursday 5:00 p.m. before discussion (due 9/15, 9/22, 9/29, 10/6, 10/13) 

In part of one of the sessions between September 20 and October 18, we’ll discuss 
readings related to your paper.  I’ll work with you to select readings (15-page limit).  Please 
distribute the assignment by 5:00 p.m. on the preceding Thursday.  Depending on what you have, 
this means indicating the casebook pages, emailing attachments, and/or putting photocopies in 
mailboxes.   

Detailed outline: due 5:00 p.m. four weeks before discussion (9/27, 10/4, 10/11, 10/18, 10/25) 

This detailed outline (about 15-20 pages) must present logically and concisely your 
arguments and analysis, indicating your major sources of support.  This outline must be more 
than research notes strung together.  It must have a thesis, if only on a trial basis.  Ideally, when 
you are done with your outline, you can say to yourself, “I’m done with my paper, now I just 
have to write it.”  If you give me sketchy material, I won’t be able to help you and so I’ll ask you 
to redo it before commenting.  (Outlines due earlier aren’t expected to be as detailed as those due 
later.)  Please email the outline to me as an attachment. 

Draft: due Thursday 5:00 p.m. before discussion (10/20, 10/27, 11/3, 11/10, 11/17) 

In part of one of the sessions between October 10 and November 17, we’ll discuss your 
draft (about 25-30 pages).  Discussion and comments will be most useful if you’ve already taken 
the paper as far as you can.  (Drafts discussed earlier aren’t expected to be as polished as those 
discussed later.)  Please distribute the draft by 5:00 p.m. on the preceding Thursday by emailing 
it as an attachment.   

Final version: due 5:00 p.m., Friday, December 16 

At and right after discussion of your draft, you’ll get written comments on your draft from 
other seminar students (and from me).  Please expect to devote substantial effort to additional 
research and/or rewriting.  Students in my seminars in past semesters have said it was important 
for them to figure out in advance how much time they would have to work on the paper during 
final exams; some of you will have time, while others will need to get the paper done or almost 
done before finals.  I’ll leave that sort of planning up to you because it will depend on your 
individual schedule; your paper is due at the end of finals.   
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Writing seminar papers  

I. Success in writing a seminar paper requires you first to consider the reasons for doing it.  

A. It forces you to consider legal problems with broader perspective and greater intellectual 
rigor than is possible in either a traditional course or a clinical or experiential setting.  

B. It is a way to learn material in greater depth than is possible in either a traditional course 
or a clinical/experiential setting.   

C. It makes you a better “writer,” which I would define to extend beyond mere 
wordsmithing to the subtleties of converting ideas into expression and communication.   

D. It is satisfying, enjoyable, and even fun.  

II. Select a topic carefully, in a way that balances focus with flexibility, and then continually 
rethink that topic as you go.   

A. Pick a topic that you care about; otherwise, you will lack the commitment to finish the 
project.  

B. You can get ideas for topics from many sources; these include course materials (esp. 
notes and questions in casebooks) and current happenings (esp. significant new cases).   

C. A good topic is internally balanced in several ways, esp. as between law and policy, and 
as between the descriptive and the normative.  

D. A good topic is flexible; it can expand, contract, or refocus as your work proceeds.  

E. A good paper can present a meaningful challenge while remaining manageable in scope.  

F. A good paper needn’t make more than one (or two) original points.   

G. Don’t eliminate a topic just because someone else has already published on it; often it is 
worthwhile to contribute a fresh perspective, especially in light of significant recent events.   

H. Avoid topics that depend on events beyond your control (e.g., decisions in pending 
cases), or that pose practical obstacles to research (e.g., field work in Chechnya).  

III. Develop a reasonable schedule that balances progress with reflection, and allows you to meet 
your other commitments.   

A. Writing a good paper will take more time than you might estimate at first, especially the 
drafting and redrafting.  

1. One reason for this is that it is difficult to anticipate the many areas for improvement 
that will become evident to you in later stages of the project, either through your own 
assessment or through the suggestions of others.   

2. Another reason is that ideas for improvement will typically come to you during 
periods of “soak time” between active research and writing.   

B. Assess your schedule carefully (week-by-week and for the entire semester) and block out 
time to work on the paper.   

IV. The research process is done most efficiently if blended with the writing process; the 
combined process should minimize “warm-up” time and maximize “writing fluency.”   

A. It is hard to separate the research and writing phase cleanly; assume that your thesis will 
evolve and that your conclusions will have been unpredictable in retrospect.  
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B. Take notes by recording thoughts (preferably on a computer) in a form usable in the draft 
rather than by taking “notes” as such; these recorded thoughts become your footnotes.   

1. Writing footnotes as you go with full cites in proper form (inc. pin cites) avoids 
duplication of work.  

2. Use footnotes (and text) to record rough thoughts and reminders to yourself; place 
brackets around rough material and unread sources as an embedded “to-do” list.  

C. File written sources so you can retrieve them quickly, e.g., place all cases alphabetically 
in separate folders in a file drawer, same for secondary sources.  

D. Start with rough outlines and fill them in selectively; keep everything in one document.  

1. Some drafting as you go, e.g., mock introductions, helps you periodically crystallize 
your thoughts and guards well against overresearch, but don’t polish.  

2. Read just enough that you start to see repetition.  

3. Know your habits, strengths, and weaknesses; for example, if you would rather edit 
than draft, just get anything on paper and improve it later.   

4. Avoid foolish consistency of method; it keeps you fresh to alternate busy work with 
deep thought, depending on what your mood allows or requires.  

E. Your very first draft (as opposed to the “draft” for seminar discussion) should be very 
rough or even embarrassing. 

1. If you can clearly see the end at the beginning, the project probably isn’t worth it; 
have faith that you will succeed in the end, even if in an unexpected way. 

2. Organizing the pieces into a coherent whole is often the most intellectually 
demanding part of writing.   

3. Much of a good article is simple exposition; much of an idea is in the telling.  

F. Think about what you would do to finish the draft in one week; you won’t always do 
those things first, but this will help you set work priorities.  

G. For the draft to be discussed, concentrate on what will maximize the value of the 
suggestions that you will get; if necessary, defer those revisions that won’t help others give 
you valuable feedback; compare “discussion quality” with “final draft quality.”  

H. No paper is perfect.  

V. Get help from other seminar participants.  

A. Talk to them about your ideas; ask for suggestions.  

B. Listen carefully while your paper is being discussed.  

1. You might tape record the session, so that you can participate without worrying about 
taking notes. 

2. While discussion may occasionally go off on a tangent, you can still listen for ways 
to improve the paper.  

a. Some possible areas of improvement will emerge as explicit suggestions.   
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b. For other suggestions, you will need to read between the lines; for example, 
listen for readers’ confusion or misunderstanding, and try to pinpoint the cause.   

3. Meet individually with your discussant to get further feedback.   

4. Don’t take constructive criticism personally, and don’t get discouraged if the 
suggestions seem overwhelming in number and/or content.  

a. As long as you leave enough time for revisions, they are always easier and more 
satisfying than earlier stages of the process.   

b. Don’t follow suggestions blindly; think seriously about them; reject them if you 
have a good reason for doing so.   

c. Suggestions consist of two parts: a perceived problem and proposed solution; 
you will often decide not to adopt the proposed solution, but if you do so, don’t 
assume that the problem doesn’t exist—just find a better solution.   

d. Be skeptical of suggestions that really propose material or revisions for papers 
that are different from the paper that you have actually set out to write.   

VI. Keep a healthy overall perspective on the process.  

A. Think again about the reasons for writing a seminar paper (see part I above).   

B. Combine and balance motivation drawn from how others will perceive your work with 
motivation drawn from the joy of pure craft.  

Paper topic areas: some possibilities 

Skimming pages 1016-95 and 1154-82 in Immigration and Citizenship should give you 
ideas for paper topics.  The material on 1016-95 focuses on the rights of noncitizens (esp. 
permanent residents) as opposed to citizens.  The material on 1154-82 focuses on the rights of 
undocumented/illegal noncitizens in the United States.   

I also welcome papers that analyze the citizen/noncitizen distinction in historical and 
comparative perspective, as part of the larger question of what it means to be “foreign.”  Such 
papers would be part of the larger scholarly inquiry into how demographic changes, including 
the nineteenth-century arrival of Irish and other “non-white” Europeans and late twentieth-
century Latino and Asian immigration, have influenced perceptions of foreignness and shaped 
(and more recently cast doubt on) the traditional view of civil and political rights as matter of 
black and white.  For more on this general subject, see, e.g., Desmond King, Making Americans: 
Immigration, Race, and the Origins of the Diverse Democracy (2000); Matthew Frye Jacobson, 
Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (1998); Mae M. 
Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (2004). 

* * * 
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