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What Is Human Rights Law And Its Importance

Human rights law is the set of rules and systems that protect basic freedoms and dignity that every person has by being human.
It explains what rights people have (for example, the right to life, free speech, or education), who must protect those rights
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(usually states), and how people can get help if their rights are violated. Human rights law makes sure rights work in practice, not
just on paper.

This article explains human rights law in clear, simple language and covers its meaning, history, main legal sources, types of
rights, how it is enforced, why it matters, real examples, current challenges, and likely trends. Read on for a complete, easy guide.

Must Read: Best Subjects in Law: Top Law Courses for Career Success & Growth

What human rights law is?

¢ Human rights are basic moral and legal protections that belong to everyone without discrimination. They include civil,
political, economic, social, and cultural rights.

e Human rights law is the body of international and national rules that defines these rights, states who must protect them,
and sets out ways for people to claim them. It turns moral ideas into legal duties and actions.

Why human rights law was created — short history

e After World War 1, the global community agreed to set common rules to protect people from serious abuses by states and

others. This led to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, a foundational statement listing core rights and the
standards countries should follow.

e The UDHR inspired binding treaties that followed, most importantly the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

(ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Together with the UDHR, these
form the International Bill of Human Rights and guide modern human rights law.

Main sources of human rights law (where the rules come
from)
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1. International treaties and covenants — Agreements countries sign and ratify. Once ratified, they bind the country to

follow the treaty rules.
2. Customary international law — Practices states follow because they see them as legally required (for example, bans on

torture or slavery).
3. National constitutions and laws — Many countries put human rights into their constitutions and laws, so people can use

national courts to claim their rights.
4. Court decisions and reports — National, regional, and international courts and committees interpret rights and set

standards through their decisions.
5. Guidelines and declarations — Statements from the United Nations, regional bodies, and reputable groups influence

practice even if they are not legally binding.

Categories of human rights — quick guide

Human rights are grouped to make them easier to understand, though they often overlap.

A. Civil and political rights

These protect personal freedoms and limit state power. Examples:
e Rightto life
e Freedom of speech and religion
e Right to a fair trial

e Freedom from torture and arbitrary detention
These rights usually require immediate protection and can be enforced through courts.

B. Economic, social and cultural rights

These require the state to take action over time. Examples:
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e Right to education
¢ Right to health
¢ Right to adequate housing and food
States should work progressively to secure these rights, using available resources and plans.

C. Collective and group rights

Rights held by groups as well as individuals, such as the right of peoples to self-determination or protections for indigenous

communities.

D. Procedural and access rights

Rights that let people claim and protect other rights—Iike access to courts, legal aid, and effective remedies.

How human rights obligations work — who must do
what?

e \When a country ratifies a treaty, it promises to respect, protect, and fulfill the rights in that treaty.
e Respect: Do not violate rights directly (for example, avoid censoring speech without legal grounds).
e Protect: Prevent private actors (companies, individuals) from violating rights (for example, regulate employers to stop
forced labor).
* Fulfill: Take positive steps to make rights real (for example, build schools and hospitals).
e Some rights allow lawful limitations (for example, restricting speech to protect public safety), but any limit must be lawful,
necessary, proportional, and non-discriminatory.
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International mechanisms for enforcement and
monitoring

Human rights law uses several tools to check state action and help victims.

1. UN treaty bodies

These are expert committees that review how states follow specific treaties. States send regular reports, and civil society can
submit parallel information. The committees then issue recommendations.

2. Special procedures and rapporteurs

Independent experts examine themes (like torture) or specific countries, report findings, and advise improvements. They can
receive complaints and conduct country visits.

3. Regional courts and systems

Regional bodies can give binding decisions for their members and let individuals bring complaints. Examples include the
European Court of Human Rights in Europe, and regional systems in the Americas and Africa.

4. Domestic courts

Courts inside a country are often the fastest and most practical way for people to get remedies. Many domestic courts use
international human rights standards when they interpret national laws.

https://skscollegeoflaw.com/?p=1457&preview=true& thumbnail id=1458 6/15



8/19/25, 2:15 PM What Is Human Rights Law And Its Importance - Rights, Remedies & Roles - SKS COLLEGE OF LAW

5. Non-judicial mechanisms

National human rights institutions, ombudsmen, and civil society organizations monitor rights, take complaints, and press for
changes.

Examples and short case studies (how human rights law
works in real life)

Example 1 — Freedom of expression

A journalist is arrested after reporting on public corruption. Human rights law checks whether the arrest was legal and necessary.
Courts and monitoring bodies examine if the state limited free speech in a way that was lawful and proportionate.

Example 2 — Right to health

A town lacks clean water. The right to health and to water means the state should take steps to provide safe water. People can
bring complaints to local authorities, courts, or national human rights bodies to press for change.

Example 3 — Discrimination in employment

If a law bars a minority from public jobs, that law likely violates rules against discrimination. Affected people can challenge the
law in court and seek remedies, including policy change and compensation.

These examples show how immediate protections (civil rights) and longer-term duties (economic and social rights) work
together.
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Why human rights law is important — the core reasons

1.
2.

wn

Protects human dignity and basic freedom — It sets minimum standards everyone should enjoy.
Limits state power and abuse — It creates legal checks on government power and offers remedies when rights are
broken.

. Provides tools for justice and accountability — Courts and monitoring bodies let victims seek redress and hold violators

to account.

. Guides public policy — Rights help shape laws, budgets, and public services like education and health.
. Promotes equality and non-discrimination — Rights help correct systemic exclusion and protect vulnerable groups.
. Supports peace, development and the rule of law — Respect for rights links to social stability and better institutions.

Common misunderstandings

“Human rights are only international.” No. Rights operate at all levels: local, national, regional, and international. National
courts often handle rights claims first.

“Human rights stop development.” Not true. Rights require good planning and resources, but they also protect people
from abuse and support fair development.

“All rights are immediately enforceable.” Some rights (like basic seals of protection) require immediate steps; others (like
housing or health) call for progressive improvements depending on resources, though core obligations still apply.

Limitations and criticisms of human rights law

Human rights law is strong but not perfect.

Enforcement gaps: International bodies may have limited power to force states to comply; political will matters.
Resource limits: Economic and social rights need funding and time; poorer states may struggle to meet all demands
quickly.

Sovereignty tensions: Some governments see outside scrutiny as interference.

Political selectivity: States and actors sometimes apply pressure unevenly for political reasons.
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¢ Implementation gap: Laws do not always translate into better lives for people on the ground.

Knowing these limits helps advocates design realistic strategies to secure rights.

How individuals can use human rights law — practical
steps

1. Know your rights — Find out what your constitution guarantees and which international treaties your country has
accepted.

2. Document violations — Save evidence: dates, names, photos, medical reports, and witness contacts.

3. Use local remedies first — File complaints in local courts, ombuds offices, or national human rights institutions.
International bodies often expect domestic options to be tried first.

4. Seek help from civil society — NGCOs, legal aid groups, and community organizations can provide support.

5. Use regional or international mechanisms — If domestic routes fail and the state accepts international complaints, use
regional courts or UN treaty mechanisms as appropriate.

Role of non-state actors

e Businesses: Should respect human rights in their activities and supply chains. Companies increasingly adopt policies and
checks to avoid abuses.

¢ NGOs and media: Investigate, document, and raise public awareness. They help victims and push for legal change.

* International organizations: Provide monitoring, technical help, and pressure to improve state practice.

Regional systems — why they matter (short overview)

Regional human rights systems often deliver remedies that fit local needs and allow individuals to bring complaints.
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e Europe (ECHR and ECtHR): Individuals can bring cases after using domestic courts, making the system a powerful tool for
enforcement.
e Americas: The Inter-American Commission and Court handle petitions, issue decisions, and influence domestic law.
e Africa: The African Commission and Court address rights questions and focus on issues specific to the continent.

Each system has strengths and limits, but together they give multiple channels for protection.

Quick glossary of key terms

e UDHR — Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948).

¢ ICCPR — International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

¢ ICESCR — International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

* Treaty bodies — Committees of experts that monitor how states implement treaties.

e Special rapporteur — An independent expert who studies a topic or a country and reports on human rights concerns.

Final summary

Human rights law makes the idea that “everyone deserves dignity and basic freedom” real and enforceable. It sets legal duties for
governments and offers ways for people to seek remedies.

While enforcement can be uneven and resources matter, human rights law remains essential: it protects people, guides fair
policy, supports equality, and strengthens the rule of law.

Knowing your rights and how to claim them makes these protections useful in daily life.

Must Read: How to Analyze Court Judgments: Step-by-Step Guide to Master Legal Case Analysis

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
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Q: Are human rights the same in every country?

A: The core principles are universal, but how countries apply them differs. Laws, resources, and political will shape
implementation.

Q: Can a person sue a foreign government for human rights
violations?

A: Usually people bring cases where the violation happened or to international/regional bodies with the right jurisdiction. Suing a
foreign government in a domestic court often faces legal limits like state immunity.

Q: What is the strongest international human rights document?

A: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is the foundational statement. The ICCPR and ICESCR are binding covenants that,
together with the UDHR, form the International Bill of Human Rights.

Q: Do non-citizens have human rights protections?

A: Yes. Human rights generally apply to all people within a state’s jurisdiction, including refugees and migrants.
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