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Social Rights and the Politics of Obligation in History

This pioneering volume explores the long-neglected history of social
rights, from the Middle Ages to the present. It debunks the myth that
social rights are ‘second-generation rights’ that appeared after the
Second World War as additions to a rights corpus stretching back to
the Enlightenment. Not only do social rights extend that far back; they
arguably predate the Enlightenment. In tracing their long history across
various global contexts, this volume reveals how debates over social
rights have often turned on deeper struggles over social obligation –

over determining who owes what to whom, morally and legally. In the
modern period, these struggles have been intertwined with questions of
freedom, democracy, equality and dignity. Many factors have shaped
the history of social rights, from class, gender and race to religion,
empire and capitalism. With incomparable chronological depth, geo-
graphical breadth and conceptual nuance, Social Rights and the Politics of
Obligation in History sets an agenda for future histories of human rights.

Steven L. B. Jensen is a senior researcher at the Danish Institute for
Human Rights. He is author of the multiple prize-winning book The

Making of International Human Rights: The 1960s, Decolonization and the

Reconstruction of Global Values (2016) and co-editor ofHistories of Global

Inequality: New Perspectives (2019). He has worked previously for
UNAIDS and the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Charles Walton is a reader in history at the University of Warwick. He is
author of the prize-winning Policing Public Opinion in the French

Revolution: The Culture of Calumny and the Problem of Free Speech

(2009) and editor of Into Print: Limits and Legacies of the Enlightenment

(2012) and a special issue on social rights in French History (2019). He
has taught previously at Sciences Po and Yale University.
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Human Rights in History

Edited by

Stefan-Ludwig Hoffmann, University of California, Berkeley
Samuel Moyn, Yale University

This series showcases new scholarship exploring the backgrounds of human rights
today. With an open-ended chronology and international perspective, the series
seeks works attentive to the surprises and contingencies in the historical origins
and legacies of human rights ideals and interventions. Books in the series will
focus not only on the intellectual antecedents and foundations of human rights,
but also on the incorporation of the concept by movements, nation-states,
international governance, and transnational law.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at:
www.cambridge.org/human-rights-history
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