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inventing human rights lynn hunt offers a profound exploration into the
origins and evolution of the concept of human rights, focusing on the seminal
work of historian Lynn Hunt. This article delves into Hunt's thesis presented
in "Inventing Human Rights: A History" and examines the historical context,
intellectual currents, and societal shifts that contributed to the emergence
of universal rights. We will uncover the key moments and philosophical
underpinnings that challenged existing power structures and laid the
groundwork for modern human rights discourse. By understanding this
historical trajectory, we gain a deeper appreciation for the fragility and
importance of these fundamental protections.
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The Genesis of Universal Rights: Lynn Hunt's
Argument

Lynn Hunt, in her groundbreaking work "Inventing Human Rights: A History,"
meticulously traces the historical development of the very idea of universal
human rights. Her central argument posits that human rights were not
discovered, but rather invented, a product of specific historical
circumstances and evolving ways of thinking about the individual and society.
Hunt emphasizes that the abstract concept of inherent rights belonging to all
individuals, regardless of social status or birth, was a revolutionary notion
that gradually took root during the Enlightenment. She challenges the notion
that these rights have always been implicitly understood or universally
acknowledged, highlighting the profound shift in consciousness required for
their articulation and acceptance.

Hunt’s research focuses on the late 18th century as a crucial period for this



invention. She argues that a confluence of factors, including the rise of the
novel, the development of new forms of political discourse, and shifting
attitudes towards torture and punishment, created fertile ground for the idea
of universal rights to flourish. The intellectual climate of the
Enlightenment, with its emphasis on reason and individual autonomy, provided
the philosophical scaffolding for this conceptual leap. By examining primary
sources and cultural artifacts, Hunt demonstrates how these abstract ideas
transitioned from philosophical treatises to tangible political demands.

Precursors to Human Rights: Early Notions of
Individual Worth

While Lynn Hunt identifies the Enlightenment as the pivotal era for the
invention of human rights as we understand them today, it is important to
acknowledge earlier precursors that laid some groundwork for valuing the
individual. Throughout history, various cultures and philosophical traditions
have grappled with concepts of justice, dignity, and fair treatment. Ancient
Greek philosophers, for instance, debated the nature of natural law and the
rights inherent in citizenship, though these rights were often circumscribed
by social class and status. Similarly, Roman law developed sophisticated
concepts of individual property and legal standing, but universal application
was limited.

Religious traditions also offered early ideas that, in retrospect, resonate
with the spirit of human rights. Concepts of the inherent worth of every soul
in the eyes of a divine being, or the ethical imperative to treat others with
compassion and respect, can be seen as early inclinations towards valuing the
individual. However, these notions were often intertwined with religious
dogma and did not typically translate into a universal, secular framework of
rights applicable to all people irrespective of their beliefs or social
position. Hunt’s work highlights how these earlier sentiments, while
significant, lacked the systematic, universalizing force that characterized
Enlightenment thought.

The Enlightenment and the Birth of Rights

The Enlightenment, spanning roughly the 17th and 18th centuries, represents
the critical period in the "inventing human rights" narrative according to
Lynn Hunt. This intellectual movement championed reason, individualism, and
skepticism towards traditional authority, creating an environment where the
idea of inherent, inalienable rights could gain traction. Thinkers like John
Locke, with his theories of natural rights to life, liberty, and property,
provided foundational philosophical arguments. These rights were not granted
by monarchs or governments but were considered inherent to human existence
itself.



The emphasis on individual autonomy and the rejection of divine right of
kings allowed for a re-imagining of the social contract. Instead of subjects
owing allegiance to a ruler, the concept emerged that governments derived
their legitimacy from the consent of the governed, and their primary purpose
was to protect the rights of individuals. This was a radical departure from
previous political structures, where rights were often seen as privileges
bestowed by the powerful rather than entitlements inherent in being human.
The Enlightenment thinkers actively articulated these ideas, disseminating
them through writings and public discourse.

The Role of Empathy and Sensibility

A crucial, and perhaps surprising, element in Lynn Hunt's argument for the
invention of human rights is the role of empathy and sensibility. She
contends that the rise of the novel in the 18th century played a significant
part in fostering a greater capacity for empathy among readers. By drawing
readers into the inner lives and emotional experiences of fictional
characters from diverse backgrounds, novels encouraged a more profound
understanding and identification with the suffering and joys of others. This
cultivation of "sensibility" – the ability to feel and respond to the
emotions of others – was instrumental in making abstract notions of rights
and justice feel more immediate and personal.

Hunt highlights how this burgeoning sense of shared humanity and emotional
connection began to erode the justifications for brutal practices like
torture and the arbitrary punishment of individuals. As people became more
attuned to the potential suffering of others, the legitimacy of inflicting
such pain diminished. This shift in emotional and moral imagination, driven
by literature and other cultural forms, helped to solidify the idea that all
individuals, regardless of their societal standing, deserved to be treated
with a degree of dignity and respect, thereby reinforcing the need for
universal rights.

The Impact of Key Documents and Revolutions

The theoretical advancements of the Enlightenment were powerfully amplified
by practical political movements and foundational documents. The American
Declaration of Independence in 1776, with its assertion that "all men are
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of
Happiness," is a prime example of human rights being codified into political
action. Similarly, the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the
Citizen in 1789 explicitly proclaimed that "men are born and remain free and
equal in rights."

These revolutionary moments were not simply the pronouncements of abstract



ideals; they were attempts to fundamentally restructure political and social
orders based on these emergent concepts of universal rights. The success and
influence of these declarations, despite their initial limitations in scope
(often excluding women, enslaved people, and those without property),
demonstrated the transformative power of the idea of human rights. They
provided a blueprint and inspiration for subsequent movements advocating for
greater equality and justice across the globe, solidifying the "invention"
into a potent political force.

Challenges and Criticisms of the Concept

Despite the powerful articulation of human rights during the Enlightenment
and their subsequent influence, the concept has faced significant challenges
and criticisms throughout its history. Lynn Hunt’s own work acknowledges that
the invention was a complex and contested process. Early criticisms often
centered on the perceived universalism of these rights, questioning whether
they were truly applicable to all cultures and societies or if they
represented a Western imposition. The inherent contradiction of proponents of
liberty and equality simultaneously upholding slavery, as seen in the
American context, also drew immediate and ongoing criticism.

Further challenges have arisen from the practical difficulties of enforcing
human rights globally and the persistent reality of their violation by states
and non-state actors. Debates continue about the hierarchy of rights, the
relationship between individual rights and collective rights, and the role of
cultural relativism in understanding and applying human rights principles.
The very idea of "inventing" rights can also be seen by some as diminishing
their inherent authority, suggesting they are merely social constructs rather
than fundamental truths. These ongoing debates highlight the dynamic and
evolving nature of the human rights discourse.

The Enduring Legacy of Inventing Human Rights

The legacy of the invention of human rights, as detailed by Lynn Hunt, is
immense and continues to shape global politics and ethical considerations.
The Enlightenment conceptualization provided a powerful moral and legal
framework for challenging tyranny, discrimination, and injustice. It spurred
movements for abolition, suffrage, and decolonization, all of which drew upon
the language and principles of universal human rights to demand recognition
and equality.

The ongoing work of international organizations, human rights advocates, and
legal scholars is a testament to the enduring power of this historical
invention. While the implementation and interpretation of human rights remain
subjects of debate and struggle, the fundamental idea that every individual



possesses inherent dignity and rights that should be protected by society and
governments is a revolutionary legacy. Understanding the historical process
of how these rights were "invented" offers critical insight into their
present significance and the continuous effort required to uphold them in an
ever-changing world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Lynn Hunt's central thesis regarding the
invention of human rights?
Lynn Hunt's central thesis in 'Inventing Human Rights' is that human rights
were not discovered as inherent truths but were invented through a complex
process of intellectual, social, and political changes, particularly in the
18th century Enlightenment.

According to Hunt, what role did the rise of the
novel play in the invention of human rights?
Hunt argues that the rise of the novel, with its emphasis on empathy and the
interior lives of individuals, fostered a new kind of imaginative engagement
with the experiences of others. This ability to 'feel into' the lives of
fictional characters, she suggests, contributed to the broader understanding
and recognition of the rights and suffering of fellow human beings.

What historical periods or events does Hunt
primarily focus on when discussing the invention of
human rights?
Hunt primarily focuses on the Enlightenment period, from the mid-18th century
onwards, and the intellectual and social transformations that occurred during
this era, leading up to and influencing revolutions like the American and
French Revolutions.

How does Hunt distinguish between the discovery and
invention of human rights?
Hunt distinguishes between discovery and invention by arguing that rights are
not pre-existing, natural facts that we simply unearth. Instead, they are
social and cultural constructs, ideas and practices that were actively
created and disseminated over time, requiring specific conditions to emerge
and gain acceptance.



What kind of evidence does Lynn Hunt use to support
her argument about the invention of human rights?
Hunt uses a wide range of evidence, including philosophical texts, legal
documents, literature (especially novels), political pamphlets, and social
customs of the 18th century to demonstrate the gradual development and
dissemination of ideas that would later be recognized as human rights.

What are some of the key changes Hunt identifies
that made the invention of human rights possible?
Hunt identifies several key changes, including the development of new ways of
thinking about the self and others (often linked to the novel and increased
literacy), the erosion of certain forms of deference and hierarchy, and the
emergence of public opinion and the press as significant forces in shaping
political discourse.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Lynn Hunt's work on the invention of human
rights, with descriptions:

1. Inventing Humanity: The Making of the Modern Rights of Man by Lynn Hunt.
This seminal work meticulously traces the historical and cultural origins of
human rights, arguing that they were not simply discovered but actively
constructed through intellectual, social, and political processes,
particularly in the Age of Revolutions. Hunt demonstrates how shifting ideas
about sentiment, empathy, and the self provided the foundation for these
revolutionary concepts. The book highlights the crucial role of literature
and new forms of communication in popularizing these nascent rights.

2. The Invention of Traditional Chinese Medicine by Jianying Zha. While not
directly about human rights, this book explores the historical construction
of a foundational concept within a different cultural context. It offers a
parallel to Hunt's argument by showing how deeply ingrained ideas and
practices, often perceived as ancient and universal, are in fact products of
specific historical developments and power dynamics. Understanding this
process can inform how we view the "invention" of any powerful social and
political idea.

3. The Body and the French Revolution: Sex, Trauma, and the Political
Imagination by Joëlle Moulin. This book delves into the embodied experiences
and emotional landscapes that underpinned the French Revolution, a period
central to Hunt's analysis of rights. It examines how feelings, anxieties,
and physical realities shaped political discourse and the very conception of
individual rights and citizenship. The focus on lived experience and
sentiment resonates with Hunt's emphasis on the empathetic turn.



4. A Cultural History of the Human Body (various editors, a series). This
multi-volume series offers a comprehensive look at how the body has been
understood and represented across different historical periods and cultures.
Examining the body's role in the history of human rights, as Hunt does,
requires understanding broader cultural attitudes towards embodiment,
vulnerability, and physicality. These volumes provide essential context for
how notions of the human and its rights evolved.

5. The Discovery of the Individual: From Ancient Greece to the Renaissance by
J.G.A. Pocock. Pocock's work, though predating the Enlightenment focus of
Hunt, explores the long intellectual traditions that paved the way for the
modern individual. It examines how concepts of selfhood, autonomy, and
political participation developed, providing crucial background for the later
articulation of universal rights. Understanding this lineage helps
contextualize the specific innovations Hunt identifies.

6. The Enlightenment: The Pursuit of Happiness and the Idea of Progress by
Louis Dupin. This book explores the intellectual currents of the
Enlightenment that directly informed the language and philosophy of human
rights. It highlights how thinkers of this era focused on human reason,
happiness, and the possibility of societal improvement, all of which were
integral to the nascent discourse of rights. The emphasis on progress and
happiness connects to the optimistic spirit underlying early rights claims.

7. The French Revolution and Human Rights: A Global History by T.C.W.
Blanning. Blanning's work examines the transnational impact and diffusion of
revolutionary ideas, including human rights, following the French Revolution.
This complements Hunt's focus on the invention by looking at the broader
dissemination and adaptation of these concepts across different societies. It
shows how the "invention" then became a global phenomenon.

8. The Invention of the Renaissance Humanist by Paul Oskar Kristeller.
Similar to Zha's book, Kristeller's work examines the historical construction
of a key intellectual and cultural identity. It details how the Renaissance
humanist emerged as a distinct figure with specific values and aspirations,
demonstrating the process by which new categories of human experience and
achievement are created. This provides a model for understanding how the
"human" in "human rights" itself became a specific historical construct.

9. The Social History of Art (various volumes) by Arnold Hauser. Hauser's
monumental work explores the relationship between art and society, tracing
how artistic creations reflect and shape social and political realities. For
Hunt's project, understanding the role of literature and other cultural
productions in circulating and legitimizing ideas about human rights is
crucial. Hauser's approach highlights how art can act as a vehicle for
profound social change and the articulation of new sensibilities.
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