Where Do Rights Come From?

 ‘Where Do Rights Come From?’  is an old and continuous concern, demonstrating the seriousness it has been dealt with. I am inclined to continue in this spirit. In this essay I set out to discuss 2 different positions on human rights. One will be a secular focused position, the other a view grounded on the existence of God, more specifically an objective and prescribed order to be followed. I will analyse accordingly for both positions, compare their merits/demerits and conclude which I think to be a more amiable framework. To be clear, I am already biased on this matter, as an atheist, and that will no doubt show itself in my analysis of God based human rights. However, I would also stress that I take religion seriously, and in no way dismissive of its discourse, only cautious. I will ultimately offer the view that there is no ontological distinction in God based/secular based human rights.
It is not difficult to see how one could easily appreciate benefits that are characteristic of God based human rights. Placing God as an indisputable entity, along with his creations and will, arguably allows for a clear and approachable manner in which to formulate and defend human rights. If we all recognise a central discourse as a means and as an end, it reasonably follows that we are all equally responsible for upholding and recognising that particular ideal.  Generations can then be nurtured and taught in guidance and relation with the order of God. 
Lisa Cahill in her essay Creation and Ethics shows why God can offer guidance in an otherwise barren and suffering existence: 
“…creation captures one dimension of humanity's entire existence before God. It is one symbolic strand in a multi-layered narrative of human suffering, guilt, and hope, a narrative to which creation, redemption, church, and eschatology afford interdependent points of entry. The claim that Genesis offers ‘scientific’ evidence of the origins of the universe, and the claim that scientific evidence disproves divine creation, are equally misguided”. (Cahill 2007)
Demonstrated well here, the validity of proof or demonstrative truth is not of crucial importance in understanding the benefits and relief in acting towards a transcendental ideal. A relationship with God acknowledges the shared pains, needs, and hopes that are common among all humans. From that starting point it is then possible to ascribe certain rights that we are all entitled to, as we are all subject to God, God’s order, and God’s will.
When we discuss rights originating/found/created in God, it will be beneficial to lay out potential difficulties or inconsistencies. Acknowledging the fact that there is no consensus on what God/s is or represents, leaves arguing for or against God-centric rights slightly ambiguous. This ambiguity stems from the harsh separation between religious experience and interpretation of religion/religious experience.
A Christian in the 21st century will find their answers to questions in the book. They may have a revelation from God mandating a particular right, but convincing individuals and society of its validity and ultimacy is all together a separate and difficult task. That leaves the Bible to answer for and justify itself when basing human rights on the order of God. Modern literary theory has shown us that with each reader, comes a different interpretation of the text[footnoteRef:1]. This reduces any claim that God, as described in any literature (Christian or oherwise), is not alone sufficient to support the claim of an objective/prescriptive order. If we refuse to acknowledge individual religious experiences (claiming supremacy on a mandate from God), and cannot trust textual sources as revealing indisputable order and direction, is it now still possible to derive human rights from God? [1:  youtube.com/watch?v=cVfTgiE4FAY <Accessed 14/5/23>] 

On the flipside of the coin is, as far as I observe, a far more difficult endeavour. Namely, without appeal to an almighty being, advocate and defend human rights as animals, as atoms, as members of a community, as commodities or a whole host of other qualities. What I mean to say here is that, without a divine decree for appeal, it is in no way clear how to approach human rights with certainty. 
Any end goal of social justice almost always falls short, fails, or rebounds with unforeseen circumstances. The project of enlightenment has offered grand visions but has often been accompanied by harsh realities and broken promises. Even on a personal level, I encourage the reader to think of how many times an idea/plan they had went exactly as they managed. Of course, this is a truism, but truisms often offer at least a minimum of guidance, even if to eradicate the ground of that maxim to start anew. There is then a consistently painful dichotomy between ideal and phenomenal. In this way I see very little difference between God based or secular based human rights. 
I am propounding that God based human rights, are in practice almost entirely equivocal to secular based human rights. In short, I argue that human rights come from any and all interactions between narrative-based ideals and the phenomenal world. There is one key difference, that is the sanctity of the favoured ideal. Not always, but often enough to discuss, God is seen as a supreme authority. God based human rights from this position must formulate these rights according to said authority. The weight of importance is on the authority of those rights, not their individual benefits/disadvantages. I see secular based rights as adhering to the opposite;
1. God based rights aim to tailor its rights to authority. 
2. Secular based rights aim to tailor authority to its rights.
Considering point (1.) Any formulation or adjustment of rights is in a dialectical manner of adhering to God’s word. Rights of these kinds are not considered good in themselves, but good because they are decreed from God. Socrates and Euthyphro had a similar discussion in Plato’s work, so named Euthyphro. Socrates shows the presence of loving and being loved. They are stood outside a courthouse, both about to battle different legal cases. The most pressing question I believe can be asked of God based human rights, is the question gifted to us by Plato, through Socrates:
“It is being loved then because it is pious but is not pious because it is being loved?”.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Plato. (1997). Euthyphro. In J. M. Cooper, The Complete Works of Plato10 (p. 10). Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company.] 

The question can be altered for modern consumption and be reworded as following: 
Are human rights valuable because they are loved by God, or is it that God loves human rights because they are valuable?
Again, the question can be reworded in a panoply of variations and still retain its polemic weight. I will leave a comprehensive analysis stemming from implication of these questions to the discretion of the reader. I now turn my attention to those who are indifferent to the authority of God that are interested in upholding some form of human rights, but are still unsure of Where Do Rights Come From?
In this essay I have attempted to show that there is similarity between the two positions on where rights come from. Both rely on narrative-based idealisation, and hope to see this idealisation enacted/appear/exist in the world. Without that idealisation, the phenomenal world will not fall into a beneficial state accidentally and by chance. It is then necessary, to prioritise a minimal degree of achievable changes that can then appear in the phenomenal world. To prioritise is important in this context. In non-academic terms, you can’t fix everything at once. This is another truism, but also crucial to stress. In consequence of the fact that rights must be prioritised to be enacted in the phenomenal world, I conclude that rights come from the the need to uphold protection and direction in improving/alleviating the most pressing, shared problems, that an organised group can conceivably tackle. In this respect secular and religious alike would likely agree, that rights come from the very fact that we suffer and have the potential to tackle suffering. I do not claim that this is a clear outline on how to enforce and prioritise human rights, only that the position from which to start is ubiquitous among all human beings.
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