
 

 

3rd year course 

 

Course title: Intellectual History of Human Rights 
 

 
  Teacher: Dr. Thierry Leterre 
  Semester:  1 
  Hours :  18 
  ECTS :  5 
  Language : English 
 

 
 

Course description  
 
The history of human rights is a complex entanglement of political aspirations, juridical constraints, and ethical 
demands. Rooted in a rich past and in an even richer present, human rights are nonetheless challenged in many 
ways, which raises the question of their future.  
 
The purpose of the course is to shed light on the diversity of contemporary understandings of human rights by 
revisiting different sources pertaining to the development of human rights ideas.  
 
This will be achieved through the study of classical texts such as the Magna Carta, the Declaration of the rights of 
man and citizen, or the universal declaration of human rights. More original sources such as the “Declaration of 
independence” of the low countries, the Seneca Falls “declaration of sentiments”, or the current constitution of 
Ivory Coast will be also reviewed to show how diverse and rich human rights are.  
 
The methodology for this course will be the one of “intellectual” or “conceptual” history of politics, a seminal 
methodology for exploring political ideas. 
 
 

Objectives 
 

Students will: 
 

1. Master the methodology of “intellectual history”. 

2. Identify key moments in the history of human rights contributing to the multiplicity in contemporary 

understanding and practice. 

3. Comprehend human rights as political tools in political struggles for domination, fight against oppression 

as well as defining ethical standards for life in society. 

 
Course outline 
 

1. Presentation of the semester 

a. Review of the syllabus 

b. What is the intellectual history of politics? 
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2. Fundamental questions & Origins 

a. Human rights, rights of man, universal rights, humanitarianism? 

b. Three dimensions: a history of Parliamentarism, of Revolution, and of modern legal standards. 

c. Magna Carta or 18th century Revolutions? 

d. French or American Revolutions? 

e. Universal or Western ideologies? 

 

3. Human rights and the dawn of modern politics 

a. How do medieval quarrels pertain to modernity? 

b. The Act of Abjuration 

c. The 1689 Bill of Rights 

 

4. The US Case: from revolution to juridicization 

a. The declaration of independence 

b. The Bill or Rights 

c. Marbury v. Madison 

 

5. The French Revolution 

a. 1789 

b. 1793 

c. 1795 

 

6. The place of women in a masculine history 

a. Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

b. Olympe de Gouges’ Declaration of the rights of women and female citizens 

c. Seneca Falls 

d. From vindicating rights to fighting discrimination 

 

7. The social history of human rights 

a. France, 1848: the right to employment 

b. US. 1944: Roosevelt’s Second Bill or Rights 

c. World 1948 

 

8. From Universality to Humanitarianism 

a. The United Nations Declaration 

b. The Biafra Crisis 

c. From Human Rights to Humane Rights 

 

9. Critique of Human Rights 

a. The critique of individualism 

b. The critique of universalism 

c. The critique of entitlement 

d. The critique of juridicization 

 
Assessment 
 
Students will write a research paper. 

• 6000 words (10% margin, word count must be included in the paper), not counting bibliography but 

including footnotes. 

• Footnotes only, no endnotes. 
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• Bibliography. 

o Please use the following bibliography styles: Modern Humanities Association 3rd edition, note 

with bibliography or Chicago Manual of style 17th edition, note1. 

o A minimum of 15 titles is required, of which at least 5 must not be on the syllabus. These 5 

titles (or more) are to be put in bold. 

• Introduction, titles for parts, and conclusions must be present and clearly identified. 

• A research question and a claim must be clearly identified in the introduction. 

• Choose one of the following topics: 

1. The preamble of the Constitution of Cameroon in the intellectual history of Human Rights. 

2. Human rights, humane rights. 
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