Meet Miriam Cohen,
Université de Montréal Law Professor Working to Protect Human Rights

By Monique Polak

For someone with three master’s degrees ma — the first from Université de Montréal, the second
from Cambridge University; the third from Harvard — and a Ph.D. from Leiden University in the
Netherlands, Miriam Cohen is surprisingly modest. And she has even more accomplishments of
which to be proud. Cohen, who is only forty, is a professor and Canada Research Chair in Human
Rights and International Reparative Justice at the Université de Montréal’s Faculty of Law, where
she founded and runs the Human Rights and International Justice Laboratory. She has also worked
for the United Nations’ International Court of Justice (ICJ) and International Criminal Court (ICC)

in The Hague.

Asked when she first became interested in human rights, Cohen paused to consider. “I’'ve always
been interested in helping people,” she said. As a child, Cohen, who was born and raised in Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil, witnessed tremendous poverty. “I remember seeing children begging in the
streets,” she recalled. “I always cared about people who were suffering. | wanted to help in

whatever way | could.”

At the age of 19, Cohen came to Montreal to join her sister who was already here, and to study
law at the Université de Montréal. During law school, Cohen spent most of her time in the library.
“l was an immigrant. French was my third language — after Portuguese and English. | told myself

I'd have to work really hard,” Cohen said. And she did.
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After graduating, Cohen went on to do her stage at Ogilvy Renault, followed by an internship at
the ICC in The Hague, where she picked up a fourth language — Dutch. Her work at the ICC led to
Cohen’s decision to specialize in human rights. “In 2007, | was working on cases from Darfur,
Sudan, that involved war crimes and torture,” she explained. In 2010, she was hired at the ICJ,
where one of her cases involved jurisdictional immunities. Another case involved the UN
Convention Against Torture in relation to Hissene Habré, the former dictator of Chad, who, in

2016, was tried in Senegal and found guilty of war crimes, crimes against humanity and torture.

Every year Cohen, who works closely with the Brazilian Institute of Human Rights, publishes at
least one article about human rights in Brazil. “I want to contribute and give back to the

community | came from,” she said.

Cohen has a special interest in reparative justice for international crimes — the subject of her Ph.D.
thesis. “The focus has to be not only on punishing the perpetrator, but also on redressing the
victims,” she explained. Her book on this topic, published by Cambridge University Press, went on

to win two prestigious prizes.

The lab Cohen runs is across the hall from her Université de Montréal office. There, Cohen
oversees a group of research assistants who are compiling and analyzing major decisions in
Canadian human rights cases — and making their finding available online in a user-friendly way.
The team has noted some interesting trends and Cohen credits the Quebec Charter of Human

Rights and Freedoms for its widespread protections.

In addition to running the lab, teaching classes in international law and human rights, Cohen are
her husband are raising two sons. The boys speak three languages — English, French and
Portuguese. “Sometimes all in one sentence,” Cohen joked. “It’s important,” she added, “to learn

languages in order to be open to the world.”
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How does Cohen handle the disturbing and often tragic material associated with her work? How
does she not become discouraged and want to give up? This time, she doesn’t need to pause to

consider her answer. “You have to believe that your work can make a difference,” she said.

Cohen has a message she wants to share with others, especially young people. “In times of
multiple crises — wars, climate change, political instability — if we say the world is lost, then there’s
nothing we can do. People shouldn’t despair and lose hope. But they should act. The rule of law

exists and it can have an impact,” she said.
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