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1 INTRODUCTION 

IN her essay "The Dark Side of Human Rights;' Onora O'Neill (2005) criticizes the 
duty-side or supply-side of human rights and some of its inherent limitations. By 

contrast, therefore, one may expect the right-side or benefit-side of human rights to 

amount to their bright side. 

As a matter of fact, human rights are usually referred to by human rights theorists as 

the most obvious of rights: the rights that human beings have merely by virtue of being 
humans.1 This is how they are said to differ fundamentally from other moral and legal 
rights that are status-dependent. 2 This apparently obvious statement seems in turn to 

warrant an unbounded and general account of the personal scope of human rights. 3 

The generality of human rights is actually also echoed in contemporary international 

human rights law and practice. To quote Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR), for instance, human rights are the rights of"all human beings;' 

who are described as being "born free and equal" in those rights.4 This makes the ques­
tion of the identity of human rights-holders redundant on the identity of human beings 

themselves. 

So if human rights are simply the rights of human beings, why should human rights 
theorists be concerned about the holders of human rights? The first thing to say is that 

philosophers are and should be wary about deriving an "ought" from an "is" and about 
the idea that our being human implies our having human rights. Interestingly, human 

rights are one of the few entities in morality, and in international law, that are referred to 

in terms that relate directly to our identity as a species or a natural kind. This may cause 
confusions akin to the naturalistic fallacy, but also lead to other types of moral entangle­

ments with biology. 


























