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Human Rights: Background and Conceptual Exploration
The term Human Rights has the reputation of being one of the most popular terms in the world (Adelola, 1991). It is a buzz term common in development discourse, governance and politics. It is a term that had been subjected to different definitions and interpretation. Though, there are variants of definitions of human rights, their moralistic, humanistic and libertarian elements are always constant. The definitions of human rights can also change depending on context. Despite this, they still share unity of themes.
On one hand, human rights can be conceptualized as the basic rights and freedom that can be enjoyed by any human person. On the other spectrum, human rights refer to that aspect of development work that is concern with the` protection of rights and freedom of people as enshrined in the various national and international instruments. Despite the different application of the usage of the term in multiple contexts, the fact remains that the meaning at whatever context it is used always have to do with people’s freedom and liberty.
There are many rights people have and can enjoy as members of given societies and as global citizens. These rights are inalienable and had been guaranteed by different national and international instruments overtime. The Bills of Rights, the Magna Carta, the Habeas Corpus, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Fundamental Human Rights are some of the legal instruments that expressly guarantee the rights of the people. Examples of some of these rights includes rights to education, right to association, freedom of expression, freedom from slavery and inhuman treatment, right to work and right to life among others.

Right to Life.
The right to life, also known as Human Right 3 as enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 is the legal provision that guarantees that everybody has the right to be alive and no authority in the world can take away that right from the right holder, not even the right holder himself or herself. That is why suicide is criminalized in most country as it infringes on the constitutional provision of right to life. Hence, the right to life is a broad provision that prevent every persons from being killed by anybody (murder/homicide), him or herself (suicide) by any authority (government) under any situation whatsoever (judicial conviction).


Right to Life: Historical Roots
Though right to life is guarantee by most modern day constitutions, it was actually rooted in some of the old British Charters, dating back to centuries during the glorious days of the British empire and its monarchy. That is, it derives from some of the old English laws like the Magna Carta of 1215, the Habeas Corpus of 1679 and to the American Bill of Rights of 1791. Though, all these instruments were concern about people’s freedom and their rights to fair and decent treatments and upholding the dignity of the human person, it was not until 1948 with the advent of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) that the right to life was specifically mentioned representing the first systematic effort to address issues of people’s right to life. There is a very interesting historical angle to the UDHR. At the end of hostilities after the First World War and cessation of killings and horrors that followed it, the League of Nations was formed as an international organization to prevent the occurrence of war among nations of the world and promote global peace. However, between 1939 and 1945, the deadliest and worst war in human history, known as the Second World War was fought, killing over 70 million people. The Second World War signaled the end of the League of Nations and in its wake came the United Nations Organization, presently known simply as United Nations (UN) after the end of the war in 1945. The United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) approved and adopted The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 as an international document that enshrined the rights and freedom of all human beings. It was the horrors of the Second World War, the torture of people, especially through the gas chamber, the dehumanizing treatment people were subjected to and the scant disregard for human life that influenced the need for a universally acceptable document to guarantee the lives of every human life wherever they are on earth. The UDHRs contain 30 provisions and the third one that stands out is the right to life.
As indicated earlier, the right to life is a provision that prevents the taking of life by anybody or any authority under any guise. It should be pointed out that the right to life is the most important right for any individual as all other rights are dependent on it. For all other rights to be meaningful and operational the right to life has to be first guaranteed or how can a right to human dignity and freedom from torture be guaranteed for a dead person? This underscores, though in a slightly different context but with similar import, what Karl Marx, the great Teutonic philosopher meant when he said ‘existence precede essence’, that is, one has to be alive first to appreciate the essence of being alive.


Right to Life; Moral and Ethical Components.
Most of the rights enshrined in the UDHR and other international instruments were essentially derived from moral codes of human societies that emphasizes both the ‘normative’ and the ‘just’ as well as the ‘ought to be’ components of ethical foundation of social aggregations. The two largest religions in the world, Islam and Christianity both preaches the protection of human life and taking a life is considered as a sin against the Supernatural Being. Even, the Hammurabi code, known to be the basis of all law and legal codes precludes and forbid the taking of human life.
Right to Life: Controversies and Debates.
Many controversies and debates have been generated on the applicability of right to life of people. Some people have advanced arguments to highlight limitations to right of life of people. They believes that euthanasia or mercy killing should not fall under the umbrella of protection of right to life. Citing example of people with terminal illness, undergoing great pain and with no medical respite that had to be eased out of their miseries by giving such persons painless death to stop their sufferings. Also, some criminologists of penological persuasion are of the view that the principle of ‘just dessert’ should be the operative principle in criminal justice system and as a result, anybody that kills should also be killed. Proponents of secret intelligence are of the opinion that the life of the state is the supreme life and any life of an individual impeding the progress of the supreme life can be sacrificed for that of the state. In that respect, any life can be taken in the name of the state.
Justice versus Revenge: The Theoretical Debate
The thrust of the debate on revenge versus justice dwell on what is to be the appropriate punishment for those who commit murder, especially non state actors? As a starting point, it should be understood that of all crime, MURDER is the one and only irreversible crime (Wallance, 1969). A property stolen can be returned or replaced; an injured person may be healed; a damaged good could be replaced. But a murder committed can never be reversed and a life taken can never be returned. It is against this background that the raging debate on justice versus revenge revolves. For the proponents of the theory of ‘just deserts’, they are of the conviction that punishment must be commensurate with offence committed and in that respect, a person that has taken the life of another person must also have his or her own life taken too. Another school of thought with submission similar to that of the ‘just desert school’, though with different premise of argument known as the universalists posits that at all time, there must be balance in the universe or eco system and any imbalance has to generate a balancing mechanism to restore the universe back to a balanced setting. To them, the taking of a life represent an imbalance in the system and until the life of the culprit is taken, a balance would not be restored in the eco system. On the other side of the spectrum are the religionists who believe that revenge is of the Lord. To the religionist like Desmond Tutu, the respected South African Arch Bishop, life is sacred and it is only God that can give or take life. To him ‘taking another life for a one already taken is not justice but revenge’. For proponents of utilitarianisms like Jeremy Bentham and John Locke, their position is neither here nor there. They believe in the greatest good for the greatest number of people and if killing an innocent person will achieve this goal or if not killing a murderer will also achieve it, so be it. In recent times, some intellectuals like Thane Rosenbaum have blurred the dividing lines between justice and revenge. In an article, he submitted that “a call for justice is always a cry for revenge” and that when people claim they want justice, what they actually desire is revenge.
Right to life: Practical Reality.
Though, the intention of the drafters of the UDHR article 3 which is right to life is to protect all human life in all totality and entirety, but can we really say this is the reality in the world we are today?
The answer is NO. This is because government that is supposed to protect the life of its citizenry usually takes away such life under one guise or another through many of its agencies. Statistics of the number of people that have been killed by the police is frightening. This is what led to the ‘Black Lives Matter’ protest which rocked The United States to its foundation less than two years ago and the ‘End SARS’ protest which nearly consumed the Nigerian state, shaking it to its very core a few months ago. Judicial pronouncements of death sentence is also still rife though actual implementation of the death penalty had reduced as political authorities usually neglect to sign the execution papers. Practitioners in the secret intelligence departments carry out extensive extra judicial killing of people at will. In this regard, levianthan organizations like CIA, FSB, SSS, MOSSAD NIA and MI-6 others, whose operations are shrouded in secrecy kill people in the name of national interest and operate as if they possess license to kill. The war against terror and radical exremism is another dark spot that have consistently negates the right to life principle while also not forgetting the ongoing invasion of Ukraine by Russia. Moreover, the rate of murder as a crime is still high especially at the domestic front. Lastly, poverty induced criminalities has also led to killings of a lot of people which negate the principle of right to life.



Right to Life and Social Contract: The Foundation of Modern Day Government.
The primary function of any government in the world is to protect the life and properties of its citizens, operationalize through provision of adequate security (Olasunkanmi, 2013). In the Nigerian constitution, this function is codified under the Directive Principle of State Policy.
To understand this properly, it is pertinent to go back in time to the origin of government. Thomas Hobbes, Immanuel Kant, Jean Jacques Rousseau and John Locke had successfully theorized the origin of government through their variants of social contract theory (SCT). Hobbes and Locke framework was based on their different understanding of the nature of man. While Hobbes believe man is nasty, wicked and brutish, Locke argues that man is naturally gentle, amiable and humane. Though they disagreed on the nature of man, they all agreed on the need for a state as an entity created by the citizens to protect them from themselves. That is, the origin of state is rooted in the social contract between the people and the state wherein the people surrender some of their rights to a leviathan, called the state to administer on their behalf. They believe people would be better protected if there is a government that is above everybody and act in the overall interest of all and sundry. In what would later be known as “hobbessian problematique”, Thomas Hobbes was particularly concerned with the problem of social order and how to resolve it.
Right to Life: Preventing Its Abuse.
There are several ways to properly guarantee people’s right to life and prevent its abuse. First is open governance. Bad things thrive in secrecy. All covert and secret activities of government including its agencies and especially activities of their intelligence service should be made as open as possible. This would prevent abuse and indiscriminate taking of people’s life. International organizations should demonstrate more commitments to the issue of global poverty and its eradication. This would reduce the incidence of criminalities in developing nations which usually account for high rate of death from non state actors. Also, security agencies like the police and the military should be made to undergo regular training and retraining in order to appreciate and value human life. The conflict prevention mechanism of the United Nations should be strengthened to prevent the occurrence of violent conflict which could claim people’s life. Lastly, civil society organizations should concentrate more efforts on the issue of protection of right to life of the people. They should device independent mechanisms for monitoring, reporting and documenting extra-judicial killings and state sponsored executions.


Right to Life: Concluding Remarks.
Right to life, the third right in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is the single most important human right around which all other rights revolves. As a result of this, it should be made the first human right. Strict observance of this right should be encouraged especially in developing nations and access to grants and debt by government of developing nations should be tied to it. It would also not be out of place if SDG 17, partnership among all the goals is structured to protect in specific terms the right to life of all inhabitant of the world.
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