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What is a Human Right? 

 

 

“Everyone has a property in their own person. This nobody has a right to, but themselves.” – 

John Locke, 1689. 

What is a Human Right? As with most questions, there is a simple answer and a slightly more 

complex one. The simple answer is that a human right is a right you have by virtue of being 

human. Next question please…but wait! This is the simple answer and verges on tautologous. 

To find the complex answer we need to draw on resources from legal, philosophical and 

sociological disciplines. One could write a dissertation’s worth of notes trying to give a full 

answer to the question ‘what is a human right?’ So, let’s not waste anymore time! 

One does not have to be a human rights specialist or even be mildly submerged in current 

affairs to note that human rights have become common coinage in discussions on 

education, immigration, crime and punishment, minority rights, military conduct in war and 

many more areas. Yet, ‘human rights’ is a term that is misused and misappropriated by some 

and misunderstood by many more. Human rights law is often perceived as all-encompassing 

in the field of human rights, however, to give the complex answer to our question we should 

also have a grasp of human rights discussions in moral and political philosophy as well as 

sociology. 

René Cassin, the Jewish voice for human rights in the UK, envisions a world in which 

everybody can enjoy their full human rights, set out by the authors of the 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, of whom the organisation’s namesake Monsieur René Cassin 

was one. Yet, what rights are René Cassin campaigning for? We could give the simple 

answer; René Cassin are campaigning for the human rights set out in the vast amount of 

human rights law detailed in declarations, conventions and treaties which often explain in 

minute detail who has rights, what those rights amount to and whose duty it is to implement 

those rights. Yet, this does not give us a full and comprehensive answer. The universal nature 

of human rights is relevant to not only to their applicability but also to their foundations and 

evolution.  

The historical development of rights is far from neat and linear. The precursors and beginnings 

of the ideas of human rights are flecked throughout history and can be found in Hindu, 

Confucian, and Buddhist texts as well as the Tanakh, New Testament and the Koran, not to 

mention Greek, Babylonian and Roman sources. There are rich philosophical debates that 

span centuries, and can help us define what we are referring to when we invoke human 

rights as inherent and inalienable. The works of 17th century English philosophers Thomas 

Hobbes (The Leviathan) and John Locke (2nd Treatise of Government) are often pointed to as 

the development from earlier ‘codes of behaviour’ to the modern concept of universal 

rights, and the renaissance period is a hotbed of ‘rights’ philosophy within the Western 

intellectual tradition.  
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Many writers have eluded to the fact that we live in an ‘era of rights’, yet it is not the case 

that what human rights are has been agreed upon by all, human rights are dynamic and 

evolving and a matter of discussion and debate. It is important to approach human rights 

from different angles and to understand that the intellectual roots of human rights can teach 

us to see not only how human rights work but why we need them to work. Human rights 

should not only be boxed into the remit of the legal world, but clearly, neither does it only 

belong in the realm of philosophy and sociology. It has to be firmly theoretical and 

aspirational whilst being resolutely rooted in the real world, to separate its theory from its 

practice is to underestimate the importance of its duality. 
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