Vajiram & Ravi

Natural Rights, Definition, Theory, Examples, Indian

Constitution

" VAJIRAM & RAVI

Institute for IAS Examination

Natural =

i
RIGNTS =

\

Natural Rights are basic rights that every person has from birth simply because of the virtue of being a human.
These rights exist independently of any government or legal system and cannot be taken away. The concept of
Natural Rights forms the moral foundation of liberty, equality and justice. It distinguishes between rights given by
law and those derived from human nature, making Natural Rights a core idea in political philosophy and

constitutional thought.

Natural Rights Origin

The idea of Natural Rights developed from ancient natural law traditions and gained prominence during

Enlightenment, shaping modern democratic and constitutional frameworks globally.

¢ Ancient Foundations: The roots of Natural Rights can be traced to Greek and Roman philosophy where
thinkers like Cicero spoke about natural law governing human conduct beyond man made laws and authority

systems.
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e Medieval Development: During the Middle Ages, philosophers like Thomas Aquinas linked natural law to
divine principles, arguing that humans must follow moral laws derived from nature and God.

¢ Enlightenment Thinkers: In the 17th and 18th centuries, John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Thomas
Paine strongly argued that Natural Rights such as life and liberty are inherent and not granted by rulers.

e American Declaration Influence: The 1776 Declaration of American Independence declared rights as
“unalienable,” including life, liberty and pursuit of happiness, reinforcing that Natural Rights exist

independent of government authority.

Natural Rights Need

Natural Rights are essential to protect individual dignity, ensure justice and limit arbitrary power of authorities in

any society or governance system.

e Protection of Human Dignity: Natural Rights ensure every individual is treated with respect and equality
regardless of social or economic status, safeguarding human worth and moral value in all conditions.

¢ Limitation on Government Power: These rights act as a restriction on state authority, preventing misuse
of power and protecting citizens from arbitrary actions by rulers or institutions.

¢ Universal Moral Values: Natural Rights are based on universal principles like equality, freedom and justice,
which apply across cultures and societies without discrimination or variation.

¢ Ethical Foundation of Law: They provide a moral base for legal systems, ensuring laws are aligned with

justice and fairness rather than purely political or utilitarian interests.

Natural Rights Characteristics

Natural Rights possess distinct features that differentiate them from legal rights and make them universally

applicable and morally binding.

¢ Inherent Nature: Natural Rights are inherent in individuals by birth and are not dependent on any legal
system or authority for their existence or recognition.

¢ Inalienability: These rights cannot be surrendered, transferred, or removed, even voluntarily, as they are
essential to human existence and dignity.

e Universality: Natural Rights apply equally to all human beings irrespective of nationality, religion, gender, or
social status, making them globally relevant.

¢ Pre Political Existence: These rights exist prior to the formation of governments and laws, meaning they
are not created by the state but recognized by it.

e Moral Basis: Natural Rights are grounded in ethical and moral reasoning rather than legal enactments,

giving them a higher normative value in governance.

Natural Rights Examples

Natural Rights include fundamental freedoms and entitlements that are essential for human survival, dignity and

development in society.
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¢ Right to Life: This is the most fundamental Natural Right ensuring survival and protection against harm,
including the right to live with dignity and free from exploitation.

e Right to Liberty: It guarantees freedom of thought, movement and action without unjust interference,
forming the basis of personal autonomy and democratic participation.

« Right to Property: It allows individuals to own and control resources and possessions, often linked with the
right to labor and economic independence.

¢ Right to Equality: This ensures equal treatment before law and prohibits discrimination based on caste,
gender, religion, or other factors.

¢ Right to Religion: It provides freedom to practice and follow any religion, ensuring spiritual autonomy

without state interference or coercion.

Natural Rights Theory

Various philosophers developed theories explaining Natural Rights based on reason, social contract and moral

philosophy across different historical contexts.

e Thomas Hobbes Theory: Hobbes viewed Natural Rights as absolute freedom in the state of nature, where
individuals could do anything for survival, leading to chaos and need for social contract.

e John Locke Theory: Locke emphasized rights to life, liberty and property as fundamental Natural Rights and
argued that governments exist primarily to protect these rights.

 Rousseau Social Contract: Rousseau argued that rights arise from collective agreement and general will,
though he acknowledged natural freedom as the basis of human equality.

¢ Jeremy Bentham Criticism: Bentham rejected Natural Rights as “nonsense upon stilts,” arguing that rights
are created by law and not inherent in human nature.

e Modern Thinkers: Philosophers like H.L.A. Hart and T.H. Green emphasized liberty and life as essential

rights, reinforcing their importance in modern democratic systems.

Natural Rights in Indian Constitution

Natural Rights influence Indian constitutional framework through principles of justice, equality and liberty

embedded in fundamental rights and judicial interpretations.

e Constitutional Basis: Though not explicitly mentioned, Natural Rights are reflected in the Preamble’s ideals
of justice, liberty and equality, forming the philosophical base of the Constitution.

e Article 14: The principle of equality before law under Article 14 incorporates fairness and non arbitrariness,
aligning with natural justice and inherent rights doctrines.

e Article 21: Article 21 ensures life and personal liberty with due process, interpreted broadly to include
dignity, livelihood and privacy reflecting Natural Rights principles.

¢ Judicial Interpretation: Courts have used natural justice principles to interpret constitutional provisions

and ensure fair procedures in administrative and legal actions.

Natural Rights in India Case Laws
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Judicial decisions have shaped the interpretation of Natural Rights in India, especially in constitutional systems

where courts balance moral principles with legal frameworks.

¢ Kesavananda Bharati Case 1973: The Supreme Court discussed Natural Rights but clarified that such
rights gain enforceability only through constitutional provisions, not independently outside the legal
framework.

e ADM Jabalpur Case 1976: During Emergency, the Court limited rights interpretation, though later criticism
highlighted the importance of inherent rights even during crises.

e NALSA Case 2014: The Court recognized fundamental rights under Article 19 as reflecting Natural Rights
inherent in individuals of a free society.

e Justice K. S. Puttaswamy Case 2017: The right to privacy was declared a fundamental right and
recognized as intrinsic to liberty and dignity, aligning closely with Natural Rights philosophy.

¢ Basantibai Khetan Case 1986: The Bombay High Court recognized the right to property as a Natural

Right, though subject to constitutional limitations and legal regulation.

Natural Rights Criticism

Despite their importance, Natural Rights face criticism for ambiguity, cultural bias and practical challenges in

implementation within diverse legal systems.

e Lack of Clarity: Critics argue that Natural Rights are vague and lack precise definition, leading to multiple
interpretations and disagreements about their scope and enforcement.

e Cultural Relativism: Different societies may interpret rights differently, making it difficult to apply a
universal concept of Natural Rights across diverse cultural contexts.

o Conflict with Legal Rights: Natural Rights can clash with laws made by governments, such as restrictions
on speech or property, creating tensions between moral and legal frameworks.

¢ Unrealistic Expectations: Some argue that Natural Rights set idealistic standards that governments cannot
fully achieve due to practical limitations and competing interests.

e Bentham’s Rejection: Jeremy Bentham strongly criticized Natural Rights as imaginary, asserting that only

legal rights backed by law have real existence and enforceability.
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