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This course in philosophy of law explores the foundations and tensions of the idea of common 

humanity through a critical analysis of the values historically associated with European legal and 

political thought: liberty, equality, and fraternity. These three ideals—originally formulated as 

revolutionary political slogans—have since evolved into core principles of European constitutional 

democracies and are today articulated as fundamental human rights in both national and international 

legal orders. The course also briefly examines European traditions of “third ways” between liberalism 

and socialism—for example, the ‘humane economy’ and political economy as a moral and social 

science, ‘distributism’ and property-owning democracy—articulated around a vision of economic life 

based on human dignity, ethical responsibility, and subsidiarity, values that echo the legal and 

philosophical themes explored in the course. 

We begin with the concept of human dignity, widely considered the normative cornerstone of 

modern legal systems. The course traces its philosophical and historical development: from Stoic and 

Christian sources, through Kantian moral theory, to its enshrinement in modern constitutional texts 

and human rights declarations. Dignity serves as a focal point for examining how law expresses 

foundational moral commitments and mediates between universal claims and cultural particularity. 

We then turn to the three values of liberty, equality, and fraternity, not only as moral ideals but 

also as the normative bases for concrete rights—such as freedom of expression, non-discrimination, 

and solidarity-based social protections. The course considers how these values have been codified in 

legal frameworks like the European Convention on Human Rights and the Charter of Fundamental 

Rights of the European Union, and how they are interpreted in constitutional adjudication and 

jurisprudence. 

The second part of the course examines whether and to what extent these European values—and 

the conception of human rights they inform—can be regarded as truly universal. We engage with 

critiques from postcolonial theory, legal pluralism, feminist legal philosophy, and intercultural 

philosophy, questioning whether notions like dignity and liberty are culturally neutral, or rather 

embedded in a specific Western epistemology. Particular attention is given to alternative conceptions 

of personhood, rights, and communal responsibility in non-Western traditions. 

Throughout the course, and through classroom discussions and group work on case studies, 

students will be asked to consider: Can there be a genuinely intercultural understanding of human 

rights rooted in common humanity? Or are legal notions of liberty, equality, and fraternity 

inescapably tied to the European tradition that produced them? 
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