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Rights are primarily those claims that | along with others regard to
be necessary for leading a life of respect and dignity. In fact, one of
the grounds on which rights have been claimed is that they
represent conditions that we collectively see as a source of
selfrespect and dignity. For example, the right to livelihood may be
considered necessary for leading a life of dignity. Being gainfully
employed gives a person economic independence and thus is
central for his/her dignity. Having our basic needs met gives us
freedom to pursue our talents and interests. Or, take the right to
express ourselves freely. This right gives us the opportunity to be
creative and original, whether it be in writing, or dance, or music, or
any other creative activity. But freedom of expression is also
important for democratic government since it allows for the free
expression of beliefs and opinions. Rights such as the right to a
livelihood, or freedom of expression, would be important for all
human beings who live in society and they are described as
universal in nature.
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Another ground on which rights have been claimed is
that they are necessary for our well-being. They help
individuals to develop their talents and skills. A right
like the right to education, for instance, helps to
develop our capacity to reason, gives us useful skills
and enables us to make informed choices in life. It is
In this sense that education can be designated as a
universal right. However, if an activity is injurious to
our health and well-being it cannot be claimed as a
right. For instance, since medical research has
shown that prohibited drugs are injurious to one’s
health and since they affect our relations with
others, we cannot insist that we have a right to
inhale or inject drugs or smoke tobacco.
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WHERE DO RIGHTS COME FROM?

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, political
theorists argued that rights are given to us by nature or God.
The rights of men were derived from natural law. This meant
that rights were not conferred by a ruler or a society, rather
we are born with them. As such these rights are inalienable
and no one can take these away from us. They identified
three natural rights of man: the right to life, liberty and
property. All other rights were said to be derived from these
basic rights. The idea that we are born with certain rights, is
a very powerful notion because it implies that no state or
organisation should take away what has been given by the
law of nature. This conception of natural rights has been
used widely to oppose the exercise of arbitrary power by
states and governments and to safeguard individual
freedom.
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> In recent years, the term human rights is being used
more than the term natural rights. This is because the
idea of there being a natural law, or a set of norms that
are laid down for us by nature, or God, appears
unacceptable today. Rights are increasingly seen as
guarantees that human beings themselves seek or arrive
at in order to lead a minimally good life.
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» The assumption behind human rights is that all persons are
entitled to certain things simply because they are human
beings. As a human being each person is unique and equally
valuable. This means that all persons are equal and no one is
born to serve others. Each of us possesses an intrinsic
value, hence we must have equal opportunities to be free
and realise our full potential. This conception of a free and
equal self is increasingly being used to challenge existing
iInequalities based on race, caste, religion and gender. Today,
the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights builds upon
this understanding of rights and it attempts to recognise
those claims that the world community collectively sees as
being important for leading a life of dignity and self-respect.



Rights sifaaR

>Ura ARl & 18 go "l 98 @ 6 st o, a9
B A7 9 o9 sl &l 90 oh AfUSRT ?1 Tw UMg o &9
o g et fafyre 3 gum wewd &1 21 34 3 aw ?
T A gfe @ 9ol a9 9 ? 3R &3t =@ g
$T L B faw U1 & g 21 9l O T A
Ted @ 9= Bld @ 3R 3% Wad WA aun Al QT At
Hl GrhR HE H1 GHHE AW e =il 589 fa=r &1
WA &, wifa, uf SR fam W anenfia At sramaren
® IHldt 31 o foau fean Sar @1 2




Rights sifaaR

> The notion of universal human rights has been
used by oppressed people all over the world to
challenge laws which segregate them and deny
them equal opportunities and rights. In fact, it is
through the struggles of groups that have felt
excluded that the interpretation of existing rights
has sometimes been altered. Slavery has, for
instance, been abolished, but there are other
struggles that have only had a limited success.
Even today there are communities struggling to
define humanity in a way which includes them.
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LEGAL RIGHTS AND THE STATE

However, in most cases the claimed rights are
directed towards the state. That is, through these
rights people make demands upon the state.
When | assert my right to education, | call upon
the state to make provisions for my basic
education. Society may also accept the
iImportance of education and contribute to it on its
own. Different groups may open schools and fund
scholarships so that children of all classes can get
the benefit of education. But the primary
responsibility rests upon the state. It is the state
that must initiate necessary steps to ensure that
my right to education is fulfilled.
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Thus, rights place an obligation upon the state to
act in certain kinds of ways. Each right indicates
what the state must do as well as what it must not
do. For instance, my right to life obliges the state
to make laws that protect me from injury by
others. It calls upon the state to punish those who
hurt me or harm me. If a society feels that the
right to life means a right to a good quality of life,
it expects the state to pursue policies that provide
for clean environment along with other conditions
that may be necessary for a healthy life. In other
words, my right here places certain obligations
upon the state to act in a certain way.
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To put it another way, our rights ensure that the
authority of the state is exercised without
violating the sanctity of individual life and liberty.
The state may be the sovereign authority; the laws
it makes may be enforced with force, but the
sovereign state exists not for its own sake but for
the sake of the individual. It is people who matter
more and it is their well-being that must be
pursued by the government in power. The rulers
are accountable for their actions and must not
forget that law exists to ensure the good of the
people.
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KINDS OF RIGHTS sy o 9o
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> RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

> Rights not only place obligations upon the state to actin a
certain way — for instance, to ensure sustainable
development — but they also place obligations upon each of
us. Firstly, they compel us to think not just of our own
personal needs and interests but to defend some things as
being good for all of us. Protecting the ozone layer,
minimising air and water pollution, maintaining the green
cover by planting new trees and preventing cutting down of
forests, maintaining the ecological balance, are things that
are essential for all of us. They represent the ‘common-good’
that we must act to protect for ourselves as well as for the
future generations who are entitled to inherit a safe and
clean world without which they cannot lead a reasonably
good life. Secondly, they require that | respect the rights of
others.
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» Thirdly, we must balance our rights when they
come into conflict. For instance, my right to
freedom of expression allows me to take pictures;
however, if | take pictures of a person bathing In
his house without his consent and post them on

the internet, that would be a violation of his right to
privacy.
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» Fourthly, citizens must be vigilant about limitations
which may be placed on their rights.
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