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In their latest publication, Antoine Prost and Jay Winter – historians with a particular expertise in the 

history of the First World War – write the history of the inspired and industrious life of René Cassin. His 

personal story (1887–1976) is embedded in the main historic events of his century, fringed with the 

disillusions, aspirations and realisations of his generation. The book is structured chronologically 

following the stages of Cassin’s life, divided in three parts (11 chapters).

The first part »L’Ancien Combattant (1887-1940)« focuses on Cassin’s life before the Second World 

War. Born in a Jewish middle class family, he starts his Studies in Law in Paris, followed by an 

academic career in this discipline. The First World War puts his career on hold yet at the same time 

sparks the life-eternal fire to strive for universal justice. The latter never was an abstract ideal for 

Cassin. As one of the leaders of the Union fédérale des mutilés, he would guide French post-war 

society to a more just reality for the many mutilated persons, widows and orphans by guaranteeing 

them the right to reparation. Reparation which he describes not to be: »une ›générosité‹ que l’État fait 

aux victimes de la guerre et aux anciens combattants, mais la réparation d’un dommage personnel« 

(p. 56). The authors value the Great War as a »seminal event« in Cassin’s life, regarding his strong 

community involvement, testified in the archives of the great many organizations he created with 

others and/or helped in carrying out their mission in that period and later. During the interbellum he will 

enter international politics as a representative of the French combatants at the League of Nations 

(1924–1938). In Geneva, he is also pursuing peaceful conflict resolution and multilateral disarmament. 

»Légiste de la France libre (1940–1945)«, is the second part and encircles Cassin’s life during the 

Second World War in London where he proves to be a crucial aid in Charles de Gaulle’s France libre. 

Both world wars push Cassin to rethink the status and relationship of states and their citizens. As a 

former participant in the League of Nations, Cassin is very well aware of the weakness and cause of 

failure of this institution, viz.: the untouchable state sovereignty of its members. After the war this will 

determine his action for human rights: »L’horreur dicte un devoir. Dans sa position nouvelle, Cassin 

allait reprendre le projet, qu’il poursuivait déjà à la SDN (Société des nations), de créer un ordre 

international qui rendît impossibles de tels crimes, et pas seulement la guerre« (p. 266).

The book’s final part »Le Militant des droits de l’homme (1945–1976)« sheds light on Cassin’s share in 

the reorganization of the French Council of State (presidency 1944–1960) and the National School of 

Administration. It also contextualises the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Cassin’s co-writing of 

this text, and his role in the United Nations Commission on Human Rights (since 2006: Council on 

Human Rights) and the European Court of Human Rights (presidency 1965–1968): »Par son action à 
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la fois à la CDH (Commission des droits de l’homme) et à la Cour européenne, Cassin a mis en place 

les fondements institutionnels d’une construction européenne des droits de l’Homme« (p. 312) 

The authors brilliantly succeed in evoking the different lives Cassin lived, the stature of his dedication, 

and the implications of his engagements. By respecting a certain distance towards their protagonist 

and by always putting him in perspective, they transcend the common pitfalls of a biography. One of 

the explicit aims of Prost and Winter is to show »à quel point Cassin a porté les deuils et les espoirs 

de toute une génération« (p. 10). Here, again, they are successful, this book being more than a 

biography, due to the account of a permanent reciprocity between actor (Cassin) and structure (the 

reality of a generation shaped by the experience of two world wars). This thanks to a massive 

examination of the records, which was not limited to the documents only produced by Cassin 

(cf. p. 12).

Cassin lived the life he chose to live with as much eagerness, as he spent the part of his live he did 

not chose himself. The wars shaped him into a convinced pacifist. His biographers conclude that he 

lived five lives: he pursued the career of a magistrate and an academic career as a professor of law, 

during the Second World War he upheld political responsibility under de Gaulle, and he was an 

international Jewish personality. Foremost he was a ceaselessly active militant for a wide range of 

causes. René Cassin was »quelle que soit l’époque, l’homme d’une cause: la paix dans l’entre-deux-

guerres, la France libre en 1940, les droits de l’homme ensuite« (p. 256). With hindsight he is seen as 

a pioneer: »Il a ouvert une porte par laquelle d’autres ont continué et continuent de passer pour faire 

des droits de l’Homme un phénomène de société« (p. 412).

Whereas certain chapters are exclusively confined to a closer look into who Cassin was (chapters 8 

and 11), Prost and Winter grasp many aspects one would not expect while reading a biography. The 

life of Cassin indeed functions as a prism through which they look and analyse aspects of 20th century 

history. A recurrent contemplation of Cassin was the power of a state over an individual. Thus, the 

authors explain ideas which influenced Cassin’s thinking, put them in perspective with the major 

events of that time (both world wars and the failure of the League of Nations in between), and 

elaborate on Cassin’s reflections on desacralised state sovereignty. Additionally, his ideas are 

illustrated in his initiatives to restore the French constitutional state after the Second World War, and 

as president of the State Council and the European Court of Human Rights.

»René Cassin et les droits de l’homme: le projet d’une génération«, is a beautifully written biography, 

enfolding meticulous historical research. The book reads fluently despite detailed information and 

multiple, thorough, approaches, founded on many primary texts. It not only offers insight into who 

Cassin was, what he did and what drove him, but also provides perspicuous, introductory reflections 

on state sovereignty and individual rights.
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