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This seminar explores the (non-)human dimensions of human rights within the ECHR system.
It focuses on two main questions: the (non-)human judge—raising the question “Who is the
Court?”—and the (non-)human applicant—namely, “Who is the Court for?”.

Who is the Court?

In recent years, increasing attention has been paid to the backgrounds and profiles of those
serving on international courts, accompanied by a recognition that judges' life experiences and
social identities contribute to shaping how cases are understood and decided. The need for
diversity on the bench is reflected in the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe's
efforts to ensure greater representation of women at Strasbourg, including the introduction of
a gender-parity requirement in the nomination process, albeit with limited impact. The facts of
the Court’s composition and how it comes about are important, but perception is also a crucial
factor in assessing who the Court is: who is the Court perceived to be, how is it understood and
viewed within the Convention’s signatory states?

But the question “Who is the Court?” is not merely institutional—it is also cognitive and
normative. Research in psychology and behavioral economics suggests that judicial reasoning
is irreducibly embodied, involving intuition, emotion, and narrative construction that may resist
full computational replication. Judges do not simply “apply” law to facts; they construct
coherent stories, respond to emotional cues, and exercise practical wisdom shaped by
experience. Yet this same research reveals systematic biases and inconsistencies in human
judgment—anchoring effects, framing effects, and motivated reasoning—that can compromise
the integrity of the decision-making process. The seminar explores this tension: what is
distinctively valuable about human judging, and what are its limits?

Alongside this focus on who is sitting on the bench—and how judges think—the rapidly
expanding use of Al tools has introduced a non-human element into the adjudication of human
rights cases. Natural language processing for admissibility screening, machine learning for
outcome prediction, and retrieval-augmented generation for legal research raise concerns about
automation and depersonalisation. But these same tools also serve as instruments for studying
the Court itself: computational analysis of ECtHR judgments can reveal patterns in reasoning,
detect doctrinal drift, and test hypotheses about what drives decisions. The seminar thus
examines Al both as a potential participant in adjudication and as a methodological lens for
understanding it.

Theoretically, this dimension of the seminar engages the long-standing debate between legal
formalism—the view that law constrains outcomes through doctrine—and legal realism—the



view that judges decide based on extra-legal factors and rationalise with doctrine after the fact.
Computational prediction studies reopen this debate with new tools: if machine learning can
predict judicial outcomes from case facts alone, what have we learned about the nature of legal
reasoning? The seminar develops a position we might call “cognitive realism”—
acknowledging that law genuinely constrains, but that it is enacted by cognitively limited,
emotionally responsive, narrative-constructing humans operating within institutional contexts
that both enable and bind their judgment.

Who is the Court For?

One of the distinctive features of the ECHR system is the right of individual petition, which
allows individuals to bring applications directly before the Court for alleged human rights
violations after exhausting domestic remedies. When introduced, this mechanism marked a
significant shift in international law by placing the individual at the centre of the system. Over
the last decade, however, numerous procedural reforms have been adopted to manage an ever-
growing caseload. These reforms have had substantial impact on access to the Court and, more
broadly, on access to justice—particularly for marginalised groups. This development invites
critical reflection on whether the ECtHR, whose primary responsibility has traditionally been
to provide individual relief to victims of rights violations, remains in a position to fulfil this
role, and whether the individual still occupies the place originally envisaged.

Simultaneously, the Court has expanded the range of potential applicants, developing its case
law on the rights of companies and, more recently, on climate change and intergenerational
justice. These developments challenge conventional understandings of who or what constitutes
the “human” in human rights. Corporate applicants raise questions about whether dignity-based
rights can coherently extend to artificial legal persons. Climate cases push the boundaries of
standing, causation, and temporal scope, potentially recognising claims on behalf of future
generations or diffuse collective interests.

More fundamentally, emerging enhancement technologies—genetic, pharmacological,
cybernetic—challenge the assumption of a stable human nature that the Convention system
appears to rest upon. If human capacities become technologically malleable, the equality
premises underlying non-discrimination doctrine may require rethinking. The Court has
already treated health status as a protected ground: could the distinction between “natural” and
“enhanced” humans become legally salient? These questions connect debates about cognitive
liberty and neurorights to the foundations of the Convention system, asking not only who can
claim rights but what those rights protect and why.

Who Is the Seminar For?

Crossing disciplinary boundaries, this seminar brings together perspectives from law,
anthropology, sociology, political science, behavioral economics, and computer science.
Students will have the opportunity to engage with qualitative and quantitative studies of court
practice, computational text analysis, experimental research on judicial cognition, and
normative theory. One aim is to survey these approaches and weave them into legal analysis;
another is to develop the critical capacity to evaluate empirical claims about courts and to
integrate empirical findings with normative argument about what human rights adjudication
should be.



The working language is English.

Topics (Suggestions)

Dimension 1: The (Non-)Human Nature of Judging

e Backgrounds and profiles of the judges

e Women on the bench / gender balance of the ECtHR

e The selection process for ECtHR judges

e National judge and judge ideology

o Representation of the ECtHR in the media

e Non-human predictions of a human court

e Models of human rights adjudication: Legalism versus realism
Dimension 2: The (Non-)Human Nature of Petitioning

e Justice for minorities—e.g, children, women, migrants, LGBTQI+ people, etc.

e Climate change and intergenerational rights

o Passage of time and case processing timelines

e Applicant companies

o Fair trial in the age of prediction

e Posthuman enhancement and human rights protection

Students may propose their own topic, provided it falls within the scope of the seminar
and is discussed in advance with the instructors.

Schedule

All registered students must attend an introductory session, which will take place at UZH on
29 April at 10.15-12 AM in RAI-F-041. During this meeting, the concept note, list of topics,
and seminar timeline will be presented.

The seminar days will involve the participation of ECtHR Judge Georgios Serghides, elected
in respect of Cyprus. They are scheduled to take place in Strasbourg on 26—27 November 2026,
at the premises of the Court in Strasbourg.

The seminar days will feature student presentations and are designed as an opportunity for
participants to receive feedback on their theses prior to final submission. Students are strongly
encouraged to have a full draft prepared before the seminar in order to benefit fully from the
discussion and to use the feedback received to refine their work ahead of submission.

Submission deadline: 21 December 2026, 23:59 PM.


https://www.plaene.uzh.ch/RAI
https://www.echr.coe.int/w/georgios-serghides

