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Inventing Human Rights: Lynn Hunt and the
Birth of a Revolutionary Idea

Have you ever wondered where the concept of human rights, so central to our modern
world, actually originated? It wasn't a sudden revelation, but rather a complex historical
process. This post delves into Lynn Hunt's groundbreaking work, Inventing Human Rights,
exploring her compelling argument about the crucial role of sentimental culture in
shaping our understanding of human dignity and rights. We'll unpack her key ideas,
examine criticisms of her work, and consider the ongoing relevance of her arguments in
today's world. Get ready to embark on a fascinating journey through the intellectual
history of one of the most transformative concepts in human history.

The Sentimental Revolution: A Foundation for Human
Rights

Lynn Hunt's Inventing Human Rights doesn't posit a single moment of invention, but
rather charts a gradual evolution of thought, primarily focusing on the 18th century. Hunt
argues that a significant shift in cultural sensibilities, what she terms the "sentimental
revolution," laid the groundwork for the emergence of human rights. This wasn't a sudden
political upheaval, but a subtle change in how people perceived themselves and others.

The rise of novels, epistolary literature, and sentimental theatre fostered empathy and an
increased capacity for imagining the perspectives and feelings of others, particularly those
who were different or marginalized. This shift in emotional understanding, argues Hunt,
was critical. Before this, political discourse focused primarily on power dynamics and
rational self-interest. The sentimental revolution introduced a powerful new element: the
recognition of shared human emotions and experiences, forming a basis for shared human
dignity.

This emphasis on empathy and understanding paved the way for a more nuanced and
inclusive view of humanity. It allowed for the development of the idea that all individuals,
regardless of their social standing or background, possess inherent worth and deserve
respect. Hunt meticulously traces this shift, showing how it impacted political thought and
laid the groundwork for the revolutionary ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity.

The Role of Print Culture and Public Discourse

Hunt convincingly demonstrates the vital role played by print culture in disseminating
these new sentimental ideas. The proliferation of novels, pamphlets, and newspapers
created a public sphere where diverse voices could engage in open debate and discussion.
This facilitated the spread of sentimental ideals, allowing them to transcend class and
geographical boundaries. The rise of the public sphere, fuelled by print technology,



created a space for the articulation and negotiation of competing ideas about human
dignity and rights. It wasn't just about the production of texts, but their wide circulation
and engagement within a broader social context.

This is where Hunt's work offers a compelling counterpoint to purely political explanations
of the human rights revolution. It highlights the importance of cultural and intellectual
shifts that created a fertile ground for the emergence of rights-based thinking. The
availability of and engagement with literature allowed readers to imagine themselves in
the shoes of others, fostering empathy and a sense of shared humanity - essential
preconditions for the adoption of human rights principles.

Expanding the Circle of Empathy: Beyond the Elite

While initially centered within the educated elite, the sentimental revolution gradually
expanded its reach, influencing broader segments of society. Hunt's work acknowledges
that the early articulation of human rights was often exclusive, with limitations based on
class, gender, and race. However, the underlying principles of empathy and shared
humanity gradually broadened the circle of inclusion, setting the stage for future struggles
for universal human rights. The very concept of shared human sentiment—of being able to
feel another's suffering—became a powerful tool for social change and advocacy for the
marginalized.

The power of this narrative lies in its ability to highlight the gradual and often uneven
development of human rights. It is not a triumphalist narrative of immediate and complete
achievement but a complex and nuanced account of a long and ongoing struggle.

Criticisms and Further Considerations

While Hunt's Inventing Human Rights has been widely influential, it has also faced
criticism. Some scholars argue that she underemphasizes the role of material factors, such
as economic inequalities and political power struggles, in shaping the development of
human rights. Others suggest that her focus on sentimental culture neglects the role of
other factors, such as religious beliefs or Enlightenment rationalism.

These critiques are important and contribute to a richer understanding of the complex
historical processes that led to the emergence of human rights. However, Hunt's work
remains valuable for highlighting the crucial role of sentimental culture in fostering
empathy and shaping the moral and ethical foundations of human rights discourse. It
offers a compelling framework for understanding the cultural and intellectual
underpinnings of a concept that profoundly shapes our world today.

Conclusion

Lynn Hunt's Inventing Human Rights provides a nuanced and insightful account of the
complex historical processes that led to the emergence of this fundamental concept. By
focusing on the "sentimental revolution,” she offers a compelling explanation of how
changes in cultural sensibilities, particularly the growth of empathy and the expansion of
the public sphere, laid the groundwork for the articulation and adoption of human rights



principles. While her work has faced criticisms, its lasting contribution lies in its ability to
illuminate the deep cultural and intellectual roots of a concept that continues to shape our
understanding of justice, equality, and human dignity. The work provides a vital lens
through which we can understand the ongoing evolution and challenges surrounding the
realization of human rights in the 21st century.

FAQs

1. What is the main argument of Inventing Human Rights? Hunt argues that a shift in
cultural sensibilities, the "sentimental revolution," was crucial in the development of
human rights, fostering empathy and a recognition of shared human dignity that
underpinned later political movements.

1. How does Hunt explain the spread of sentimental ideas? She emphasizes the role of
print culture, particularly novels, pamphlets, and newspapers, in disseminating these
ideas through a widening public sphere, fostering debate and understanding.

1. What are some criticisms of Hunt's work? Critics argue she underemphasizes
material factors like economic inequality and political power dynamics, and
potentially overstates the singular importance of sentimental culture.

1. How does Hunt's work relate to contemporary human rights issues? Her focus on the
historical development of empathy and the evolving understanding of human dignity
offers a valuable framework for analyzing current challenges and ongoing struggles
for universal human rights.

1. What is the significance of the "sentimental revolution"? It refers to a shift in cultural
sensibilities characterized by the growing importance of empathy, emotional
connection, and the ability to imagine and understand the perspectives of others,
which Hunt argues was pivotal for the emergence of human rights discourse.
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