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Endorsements 
 

Like any powerful idea, the concept of rights can be used for good 
or ill. Relational Rights remind us that systematically locating rights 
within the context of just relationships holds out the best hope for 
ensuring that they continue to serve our quest for human 
flourishing.  Julian Rivers, Professor of Jurisprudence, University of Bristol 

 

The relational perspective although ancient and traditional remains 
radical and transformative. It is the antidote urgently needed to 
renew and restore present and current distorted understandings of 
human society and community.  Aloo Osotsi Mojola, Professor of 
Philosophy and Translation Studies, St Paul’s University, Kenya  

 

Relational Rights advocates a more balanced, holistic and 
pragmatic balancing of the rights of the individual with the rights 
of other interested parties - avoiding the binary approach of the 
courts which results in ‘winner takes all’ outcomes.  Paul Diamond, 
LLM (Cambridge, UK), Human rights cases in the House of Lords (UK), 
European Court of Justice (Luxemburg), European Court of Human Rights 
(Strasbourg) 

  



 

The great virtue of this Discussion Paper is that it then moves on 
to exploring “Relational Rights” as the way to resolve global 
political divisions precipitated by the current emphasis on solely 
individual rights. Most Hindus will intuitively accept that 
“Relational Rights” offers a more secure basis on which all 
countries can and will protect us all.  Prabhu Guptara, Consultant to 
Company Boards; Distinguished Professor of Global Business, Management 
& Public Policy (retd.), William Carey University, India 

 

Discussions on relational rights are a welcome corrective to a 
discourse dominated by liberal conceptions of the atomistic 
individual which may breed ‘rightism’ and hyperindividualism. In 
the space between an excessive politicization where the term ‘right’ 
is deployed to facilitate the political agenda du jour, and an apology 
for power, where rights are diluted to the point of inefficacy, 
relational rights directs the discussion towards a more 
contextualized vision of rights, duties and public goods. This 
publication underscores the importance of building sustainable, 
durable relationships and contributes to thinking about relational 
welfare as a social good and basis for reconciliation. Professor Li-ann 
Thio, Provost Chair, Faculty of Law, National University of Singapore  

 

I find Relational Rights a game changer. The term is elegantly 
simply and goes right to the heart of stakeholders and stakeholder 
leadership. It reinforces bottom-up power of rights and 
responsibilities. Robert Hall, Texas, USA. Former CEO and noted 
author, consultant, and speaker on the strategic impact of relationships 

  



 

 

Preface 
 

Relational Research decided to develop the concept of Relational 
Rights for two reasons.  

First, it is an obvious application of ‘Relational Thinking’ 
which has been a major part of the work of several connected 
institutions based on The R Factor (Hodder & Stoughton, 1993) in 
Cambridge (UK) since 1993. These are shown on our website 
(www.relationalresearch.org).  

Second, in our study of how to bring about peace in the 
Korean Peninsula between two powerful neighbours, we have 
needed to find possible foundations for a future justice system to 
which both could subscribe. Relational Rights, we believe, perhaps 
offers such an alternative. 

The opportunity came to develop this concept, first mooted 
in 2015, when Emily Ho had three months available between her 
English Law degree in Cambridge (UK) in 2020, and subsequent 
professional qualification in Nottingham, and her LLM course at 
Harvard. We employed her to write this paper. We are grateful for 
the diligence of her study as part of the Relational Research team 
to make Relational Rights a credible alternative to the 
individualistic emphasis of the current human rights agenda.  

The purpose of this paper is to introduce Relational Rights 
as a transformative idea on how the rights of every human person 
can be understood within communities in a way that places 
relationship restoration and harmony at the centre. As it currently 
stands, our proposition is focused on the broad conception of 
rights as inhering in the relationships between persons all 
stakeholder groups, and in general terms, how disputes over rights 
can be resolved within this broad conception.  



 

Beyond this proposition, the specific proposals in this paper 
focus more on procedure, how to resolve disputes, rather than the 
substance of specific rights, i.e. what should be the outcome on 
specific issues. Questions about how Relational Rights would apply 
to particular legal problems or balance moral and ethical 
considerations, for instance, whether there are types of expression 
that should be curtailed in a free speech case, are outside the scope 
of this paper. Indeed, within our framework, the emphasis on 
relationships means that particular outcomes would often depend 
on the characteristics of the particular relationships involved. 
Further, it is the contention of the authors that these are matters 
most suitably decided within communities, where stakeholders are 
best acquainted with the needs, values, and relationships within 
their locality or context. Consequently, this paper does not address 
specific legal problems or cases, nor does it illustrate the 
outworking of Relational Rights in particular examples of disputes. 
We hope that this will be the subject of future research. 

We would like to stress that this is a discussion paper. We 
look forward to receiving comments and reflections from around 
the world, and from those of many different faiths and cultures, 
before we undertake a revision of the paper in 2022.  

Finally, we would like to offer our thanks to all those who 
provided comments and feedback on earlier drafts of this paper. 
These contributions have been invaluable in shaping and refining 
this work, and we owe a debt of gratitude to the expertise and 
wisdom of all of these colleagues, advisers and friends.  

 

Dr Michael Schluter CBE,  
Chairman, Relational Research,  
Cambridge, August 2021 

  



 

 

Executive Summary 
 

Since the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, many 
movements against perceived injustices across the world have been 
advanced on the basis that there exist fundamental rights of the 
human person which must be respected, owing to the premise that 
'all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights'. 
This doctrine of the rights of the human person—or human rights—
has achieved much good in areas such as restraining human 
trafficking, State-sanctioned torture, and persecution of minorities. 

Several decades on from the Declaration, however, the 
human rights movement seems to have fallen short of the 
ambitions of justice that were hoped for. In many countries 
especially in the Global South, it has made little difference to 
human suffering, no matter how much international pressure is 
mounted in the name of 'human rights'. Many of these countries 
simply do not accept these rights as authoritative norms to be 
prioritised.  

Second, in countries where the human rights movement is 
looked upon favourably—especially in the West—society has 
become deeply divided, disputing what interests should be 
regarded as rights, and how conflicting claims should be resolved. 
At the same time, in many of them, there has been a disintegration 
of interpersonal relationships and communities, evident in 
widespread loneliness, neglect of the vulnerable, and reluctance to 
engage with others who hold different views. Arguably, the human 
rights movement has significantly contributed to this relational 
disintegration and a litigious culture by promoting what is now a 
pervasive individualistic ethic, and prioritising individual freedom 
over relationships that involve rights and obligations. 



 

In these two developments, the central shortcoming of 
human rights is laid bare, that is, its individualistic focus. Human 
rights conceive of the human person as an ideally free individual. 
Therefore, they increasingly operate as entitlements that individuals 
can claim from the State to act autonomously according to their 
individual wishes, often at the cost of interpersonal relationships. 
This is at odds with well-documented evidence that human beings 
are interdependent and relational, finding identity, purpose 
(meaning), and wellbeing in healthy and proximate relationships 
with other persons.  

Relational Rights are proposed as a distinct understanding of 
the rights of the human person, as interdependent persons in 
relationships with one another. They seek to protect important 
interpersonal interests with a view to securing healthy and 
proximate interpersonal relationships between people. Although 
these interests would include many core freedoms that are 
presently recognised as individual rights—such as free expression 
and freedom of religious belief—they would be justified not by an 
ideal of individual autonomy, but rather an ideal of healthy and 
proximate relationships between interdependent persons. 

In a claim for a relational right, each right is located within 
the full matrix of rights and responsibilities attaching to the 
interpersonal relationships involved in a dispute. Therefore, in a 
claim for a right, an individual’s claim does not take presumed 
precedence over the interests of other stakeholders in the 
relationship. Furthermore, the outcome of a claim would be one 
that seeks common understanding and relational restoration rather 
than an individual’s atomised autonomy, hearing input from 
stakeholders and constructing judgments and remedies that best 
address all the various relational rights and obligations involved.  

The theory underpinning Relational Rights has been derived 
from a traditional Christian worldview, shared by the Roman 
Catholic, Protestant, and both Eastern and Oriental Orthodox 
traditions, within which all people are born with equal worth 



 

before God and born connected to other people, because 
relationships are a fundamental category of God’s created order. 
This resonates with the relational emphasis in other cultures and 
worldviews such as Confucianism, Islam, African Ubuntu 
philosophy, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Judaism all of which 
recognise that all people are born connected. Therefore, Relational 
Rights offer a way to resolve global political divisions that the 
current individual rights emphasis has helped to precipitate, and a 
more secure basis on which all countries will protect important 
interests out of a culturally-accepted belief in their necessity. 

The first step towards this world-inclusive, relationships-
affirming system of rights of the human person is to revisit the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International 
Covenants. Whilst those instruments may be capable of being read 
in relational rather than individualistic terms, their phrasing and the 
developed jurisprudence linked to them make it difficult to change 
the direction of their individualistic application. We recommend 
that the UN should establish an international commission, with 
representatives from many countries, cultures and faiths to explore 
what changes are required to reconfigure the framework of the 
rights of the human person into a relational framework, to be 
presented to the UN General Assembly. 

 At a national level, Relational Rights should be supported 
through declarations of the importance of interdependent 
personhood in the adjudication of rights disputes and claims, 
which would take account of the interests of all the institutions and 
persons involved. Adjudication should take place at a local level, 
perhaps in Relational Rights tribunals within the community, where 
disputes or claims can be considered within the context of the 
relationships between stakeholders, including their rights and 
obligations towards one another. 
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