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Tue Self-Evidence of Human Rights 

Origins and Limits of an Idea 

Bardo Fassbender 

We hold these truths to be seif-evident, 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. 

1he Declaration oflndependence, 4 July 1776 

all eyes are opened, or opening to the rights of man. 

1homas Jefferson, 24 June 18261 

lt is a pleasure to comment on Lynn Hunt's vivid reconsideration of a truly cru­

cial moment in the history of human rights when in North America and in 

France for the first time a 'self-evidence' of certain rights of 'all men' was claimed 

in constitutional discourse and documents, and a fundamental shift occurred in 

the explanation of human rights 'from a religious framework toward a secular 

one': 'Self-evidence is the human replacement for God-given truths:2 

Drawing on her widely acclaimed and influential book Inventing Human Rights, 

of 2007,3 and using new data gathered by n:-gram analysis, Professor Hunt first 

leads us back to the British colonies in North America on the verge of their sep­

aration from Great Britain, to revolutionary France, and to the writings of John 

Locke in which the notion of 'self evident truths' played an important role. She next 

puts the question 'why the notion of self-evident universal rights with foundational 

political status was persuasive to people at the time',4 finding some of the answers 

in the language of human rights as it appeared in eighteenth-century novels and 

newspapers in the Anglophone and Francophone worlds. In the last section of her 

1 Thomas Jefferson, Letter to the Mayor of Washington, D.C., Roger C. Weightman, 24 June 1826,
in 1he Papers of Thomas Jefferson <http:/ /founders.archives.gov/ documents/J efferson/98-01-02-6179> 
accessed 31 January 2019. Jefferson died on 4 July 1826. 

2 See Lynn Hunt, 'Humanity and the Claim to Self-Evidence: eh. 1 in this volume, 41 (hereafter Hunt,
'Self-Evidence'). 

3 See Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History (WW Norton & Co. 2007) (hereafter Hunt,
Inventing Human Rights). A paperback edition was published in 2008. 

4 See Hunt, 'Self-Evidence' (n. 2) 42.
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