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Topic: Declarations of Human Rights: American and French Versions

The short readings for this  seminar posted  on the website  will deal with three historically-related documents: the familiar “Declaration of Independence,” generally authored by Thomas Jefferson, and issued on July 4, 1776;  the French “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen,”  the first document issued on August 26, 1789  by the new National Assembly  at the beginning of the French Revolution, generally authored by the Marquis de Lafayette;  and the first 10 amendments to the US Constitution, known as the “Bill of Rights,” ratified on December 15, 1791.   All are short readings.

These three documents emerged in  close historical interaction between early American and French democracies. Jefferson was a close friend of Lafayette’s and was the second  American Ambassador to France (March 10 1785-September 26, 1789), following  the first Ambassador Benjamin Franklin, who had served from 1779-1785. During the drafting of Lafayette’s document, which was done in close contact with Jefferson while in Paris, Jefferson was also receiving communications from James Madison of drafts of the proposed “Bill of Rights” that was being debated in the new US Congress, but was not actually ratified as the first 10 amendments to the Constitution until December 15, 1791. These discussions Jefferson communicated to Lafayette and he endorsed Lafayette’s formulations in the French Declaration issued by the National Assembly shortly before he left Paris.   

The French “Declaration” thus incorporates many of the main ideas of both Jefferson’s “Declaration of Independence” and also aspects of the “Bill of Rights.”  While the American document is explicit in saying that government must rest on consent of the governed, it does  not present itself as an official document on which all future constitutions must be based. There is, for example, no discussion of “rights” in the text of the US Constitution itself.   We see that the French document does make this requirement, and this dictated the content of future French Constitutions.  The French document also in important ways underlies the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

Some possible questions to explore:

1. Where are the similarities and differences in the American and French documents? What do these indicate about the different political contexts in which they are being written?

2. What is the significance of the placement of the French declaration of rights as prior to the writing of a constitution, compared to the Bill of Rights as amendments to the Constitution?

3. What is the meaning of “rights” we gain from these documents? What is the difference between “constitutional” and “inalienable” rights?
