1. What are human rights?

a. What does it mean to have a right?

It’s very hard to define what a human right is. Essentially, the concept of human rights is that there are certain things we have a basic entitlement to, simply because we are human. Human rights recognise all people as equal in dignity and equally worthy of having ‘rights’. 

For some, the idea that all people deserve human rights is a religious one – that we were all created with certain rights. Others see rights as a secular way of ensuring minimum standards for treating people without needing to appeal to shared religious values. 

Rights aren’t things that exist independently. You don’t have things called rights floating around you. Rights only exist as long as other people say you do and recognise them. 

When human rights are recognised, they are a form of protection for you from your government. Rights don’t’ tend to govern your relationships with other people; they’re more about how people with power are able to treat you.
b. What rights do we have?

Human rights are often divided into civil and political rights, contrasted with economic, social and cultural rights. 

Civil and political rights are things like a right to life, liberty and a right to a fair trial.  

Economic, social and cultural (ESC) rights are things like a right to education or health. 

In the West, civil and political rights are often prioritised; as people tend to be better off, rights are valued for protecting citizens from their governments. In the less developed world, ESC rights are often more valued as a fundamental requirement. Governments can exploit this to persecute their people.

The following are the rights laid out in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
Article 1.
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

Article 2.
Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty.

Article 3.
Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.

Article 4.
No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.

Article 5.
No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

Article 6.
Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law.

Article 7.
All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the law. All are entitled to equal protection against any discrimination in violation of this Declaration and against any incitement to such discrimination.

Article 8.
Everyone has the right to an effective remedy by the competent national tribunals for acts violating the fundamental rights granted him by the constitution or by law.

Article 9.
No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile.

Article 10.
Everyone is entitled in full equality to a fair and public hearing by an independent and impartial tribunal, in the determination of his rights and obligations and of any criminal charge against him.

Article 11.
(1) Everyone charged with a penal offence has the right to be presumed innocent until proved guilty according to law in a public trial at which he has had all the guarantees necessary for his defence.

(2) No one shall be held guilty of any penal offence on account of any act or omission which did not constitute a penal offence, under national or international law, at the time when it was committed. Nor shall a heavier penalty be imposed than the one that was applicable at the time the penal offence was committed.

Article 12.
No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, nor to attacks upon his honour and reputation. Everyone has the right to the protection of the law against such interference or attacks.

Article 13.
(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each state.

(2) Everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his country.

Article 14.
(1) Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.

(2) This right may not be invoked in the case of prosecutions genuinely arising from non-political crimes or from acts contrary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.

Article 15.
(1) Everyone has the right to a nationality.

(2) No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to change his nationality.

Article 16.
(1) Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution.

(2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending spouses.

(3) The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State.

Article 17.
(1) Everyone has the right to own property alone as well as in association with others.

(2) No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his property.

Article 18.
Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.

Article 19.
Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.

Article 20.
(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association.

(2) No one may be compelled to belong to an association.

Article 21.
(1) Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or through freely chosen representatives.

(2) Everyone has the right of equal access to public service in his country.

(3) The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedures.

Article 22.
Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to realization, through national effort and international co-operation and in accordance with the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality.

Article 23.
(1) Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment.

(2) Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work.

(3) Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social protection.

(4) Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of his interests.

Article 24.
Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with pay.

Article 25.
(1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.

(2) Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection.

Article 26.
(1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.

(2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.

(3) Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.

Article 27.
(1) Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits.

(2) Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author.

Article 28.
Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully realized.

Article 29.
(1) Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full development of his personality is possible.

(2) In the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone shall be subject only to such limitations as are determined by law solely for the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights and freedoms of others and of meeting the just requirements of morality, public order and the general welfare in a democratic society.

(3) These rights and freedoms may in no case be exercised contrary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.

Article 30.
Nothing in this Declaration may be interpreted as implying for any State, group or person any right to engage in any activity or to perform any act aimed at the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms set forth herein.

2. Judaism and Human Rights

a. Jewish support of human rights?

The concept that lies underneath human rights is that all people are equal and worthy of equal treatment. This idea is very Jewish, and connects with the idea that we are all created in God’s image and that to save a single life is to save the whole universe. 

Some Jewish sources strongly seem to support certain rights. You’ll find that people cherry pick their sources and the same few sources are used in favour of human rights.

Popular quotes include:

· Do not stand idly by your neighbour’s blood

· Love the stranger because you were strangers in a strange land

It is possible to find a source that relates to the most important articles of the UDHR:

Life: “Thou shalt not kill” (Kiddush Ha-hayim; Torah – “Choose Life”; Hillel – Do unto others)

Liberty: Passover / Shabbat / 1st Commandment 

Anti-Slavery: 1st Commandment / Passover / Obligation to free a Jewish slave

Torture: Do unto others

Welfare of the Poor: Mishpatim

Justice System: One of the Noachide Laws (Jews see it as an obligation

Equality: Created in the same image

Asylum/Refuge: Cities of Refuge / Treatment of Strangers

Family Life: Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s…

Property: “Thou shalt not steal”

Freedom of Belief: Follow the majority (except for evil)

Dignity: Golden Rule (Hillel); Maimonides on Charity
Life: Art 3

Liberty: Art 3 (plus right to rest Art 23-24)

Anti-Slavery: Art 4

Torture: Art 5

Welfare of the Poor: Art 25 (and perhaps Art 26)

Justice System: Art6-11

Equality: Art 1 (Dignity and Equality), Art 2 

Asylum/Refuge: Art 14 (and Art13 to a lesser extent)

Family Life: Art 12 and 16

Property: Art 17

Freedom of Belief: Art 18-19

Dignity: Art 5

Plus 

Art 26: Education “Thou shalt teach your children”

Art 29: “Everyone has duties to the community”

There are also some clear problems for those who support human rights in Judaism. For example: Judaism does permit slavery, although it demands good treatment for slaves; the genocide of Amalek; the attitude towards homosexuality; treatment of women and various other problem areas.

b. Rights and responsibilities?

There is a misconception that Judaism is incompatible with human rights, because Judaism is about responsibilities rather than rights. The idea is that some people go around saying ‘I have a right to this, that and the other so give it to me’ whereas the nice Jews go round saying ‘I mustn’t kill people because I have a responsibility to God’. 

This is quite a misunderstanding:

· One of the articles of the UDHR is that everyone has a responsibility to their community

· Every right has a corresponding responsibility – e.g. a right to life is a responsibility not to kill. It’s just a question of semantics.

· Jewish responsibilities govern man’s relationship with man, with God overlooking it all. Human rights oversee a government’s responsibilities to the welfare of it’s citizens, who are expected to keep the laws of that country.

So this is an imagined conflict.

c. Jewish human rights defenders.

Many famous human rights defenders are Jews who were inspired by their Judaism. I encourage you to look at:

Albie Sachs

Elie Wiesel

Rene Cassin

Raphael Lemkin

American Jewish civil rights activists

Francesca Klug

The founders of Medecins san Frontieres and Amnesty

And many others. 

3. Teaching human rights

a. How do rights relate to everyday life?

When working with young people, it is important to make it clear that rights are very integrated into everyday life and are not just far removed legal things.

Examples:

· The smoking ban/ seatbelts and civil liberties

· The hijab and freedom to practise religion

· Darfur and genocide

· Freedom of speech and censorship/what you’re allowed to say in school

· Failed asylum seekers being deported

· Slavery and sweat shop clothing.

· Racism everywhere

· Children’s rights obviously relate to children

b. Where can you find good sources?

For Jewish sources on human rights, try Rabbis for Human Rights. If you have any specific topics, you can feel free to ask me as well.

For stuff on human rights, there are some great websites including those of:

Anti Slavery International, Amnesty International and refugee council.

c. Being rights aware.

When educating on human rights, don’t break human rights – think about how you let people speak and interact with each other.

