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Abstract.
It is a historical truism that society is  in   a flux for perfection. In
this form of transformation, some   historical  figures through  their
empirical  study of the epochs are able to make some philosophical
pronouncements which can be the foundation for social change. In
other words, every socio-political theorist is a product of its milieu.
Marx  (1818  –  1883) was  one  of  those  philosophers.  He  saw
capitalism as one of the destroyers of human labour because of its
intrinsic capacity to exploit for surplus accumulation. He went on
to  say  that  as  long    as  capitalism  continues  to  expand  its
overbearing tentacles, workers cannot enjoy human rights. Hence,
the  unification  of  the  workers  for  a  common  struggle  becomes
inevitable.  This  paper  seeks  to  examine  the  extent  Marxism
influenced  the  development  of  human  rights,  particularly  the
formation  of  the  United  Nations  Organization  (UNO)  and  the
International Bill of Rights. This is a qualitative research; we relied
on the secondary sources for data collection. These include review
of relevant literature, visit to some research centers and institutes,
such as NIIA, CBAAC, and Internet browsing. It was discovered
that  the  need  to  protect  human  rights  especially  the  economic,
social and educational rights as enunciated by Marxism influenced
the  formation  of  the  global  body,  and  the  International  Bill  of
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Rights.  We  therefore,  recommend  that  knowledge  of  Marxism
should  be  broadened  and  deepened  as  an  indispensable  way  of
expanding the reach and value of human freedom in the society.   

  Keywords; Human Rights, United  Nations  Organization,    Marxism,
Human  Labour, Exploitation.

Introduction
Human  rights  are  seen  as  an  inalienable,  indestructive  and

indivisible  phenomenon  in  the  modern  era.  This  is  predicated  on  its
hallowed  ability  to  engender  development  in  the  society.  In  fact,  its
observation, promotion and protection have become primal prerequisite
for good governance. Vinod and Deshpande (2013:202) averred that: 

Human  rights  and  sustainable  development
are inextricably linked, only if development is
defined  to  make  this  taulogical.  Sustainable
human development simply redefines human
rights,  along  with  democracy,  peace,  and
justice as subsets development. 

Human  rights  expresses  and  reflects  the  ontology  of  humanity
whose moral worth needs to be recognized and acknowledged by others.
This  underlies its  sanctity,  universality  and  indispensability.  The
philosophical assumption is that without the free observance of rights, the
potentialities and worth of the individual cannot be actualized. Therefore,
a  society  bereft  of  human  rights  is  short  of  existing  in  a  jungle  of
backwardness. According to Gauba (2008:284),  

Rights consist  in  claims of  individuals  which
seek  to  restrict  arbitrary  power  of  the  state
which are required to be secured through state
which are required to be secured, through legal
and  constitutional  mechanisms.  In  addition,
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these  may  include  some  benefits  which  the
state may extend to its citizens to improve the
quality of their life. 

Rights are products of long struggles, specially from those unduly
marginalized in the State. In other words, the degree of rights enjoyment
is largely dependent on the extent to which people can be conscious of
their  depravity  and  mobilize  to  free  themselves  from  chains  of
exploitation.  As Gauba (2005:283) puts it:

Over most part of the earth and throughout the
major range of recorded history, the masses of
men have lived in a condition of  misery and
oppression.  Nearly  everywhere  small
dominating groups acquired the techniques of
power  and  used  them  to  keep  in  subjection
their  fellow men.  In  every  age,  the  vision  of
human liberties has been glimpsed. 

Since  the  thirteenth  century  when  the  Magna  Carta  (1215)  was
promulgated by King John in Britain, to the twenty-first century, human
rights have gradually assumed a tremendous and monumental dimension
in  national  and  global  discourse.  The  eighteenth  century  American
Declaration of Independence, the French Declaration of the Rights of Man
and  Citizens,  and  the  twentieth  century  United  Nations  Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UNUDHRs), and subsequent Declarations
and Conventions have demonstrated in no small measure, its relevance in
International  Law  and  Inter-State  relations.  Unfortunately,  Marxism  is
skeptical  and  wary  of  these  rights.  Hence,  the  unwavering  display  of
hostility  towards  them.  Lukes  (1982:344)  noted  that  the  Marxist  canon
provides no reasons for protecting human rights since they translate the
ethos of social atomism. The aim of this paper therefore, is to examine the
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extent Marxism rejected or enhanced the frontiers of fundamental human
rights. 
Conceptual Clarification

There are two main concepts in this paper that need to be clarified
for easy comprehension. These are Marxism and human rights. Marxism
represents  the  ideas  and  thoughts  of  Karl  Marx  (1818-1883)  and  his
followers,  especially  Fredrick  Engels  (1820-1895).  Marx  with  a  Jewish
pedigree  was  described  as  a  the  greatest  living  thinker,  mighty  spirit
(Dorokhova, 1982:7), a true arsenal of thoughts, a veritable factory of ideas
(McClelland,  1972:33),  who devoted his  intellectual  energy to  merciless
criticism of  everything existing and in  particular  criticism by weapons,
and appealing to the masses and to the proletariat (Lenin, 1978:3). Curtis
(2008:155-6) noted that he was the greatest socialist theoretician and the
most influential single political theorist in the contemporary world.  He
was a formidable social scientist whose influence has been felt in many
academic  disciplines.  His  profound  research  on  human  activities  and
nature led to the discovery of the natural law of historical development,
and a legion of publications. The importance of this law in comprehending
human relations can be gleaned from Engels speech at his graveside. He
noted that:

Just  as  Darwin  discovered  the  law  of
development  of  organic  nature,  so  Marx
discovered the law of development of human
history, the simple fact, hitherto concluded by
an overgrowth of ideology that mankind must
first of all eat, drink, have shelter and clothing
before he can pursue politics, science, art, and
religion (Dorokhova, 1982:7).

  An essential part of Marxism is the historical and dialectical materialism.
They are hinged on the fact that an objective insight into the transmutation
of the society overtime, must primarily focus on the material side, rooted
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in the economy. The economy is the engine that swirls society to produce
the  superstructure.  The  economy  as  an  inanimate  material  fact  cannot
change itself without the contentious struggles of people to satisfy their
basic economic needs. As they engage in productive process, they enter
into social relations of production which determines who owns what, and
the nature of  laws and other social categories.  Hence the history of  all
hither existing society is the history of class struggles (Tucker, 1978:473). In
this  scenario,  the  class  that  controls  the  economy,  must  control  the
superstructure to legitimize their strong grip of the economy. This is at
variance  with  the  fatalistic  conception  of  history,  which  makes  man  a
peripheral  object  in  the  process  of  historical  development.  Under
capitalism,  the  exploited class  has  no alternative  than to  mobilize  and
revolt  against  their  exploiter.  It  is  against  this  backdrop that  Gouldner
(1980:32) stated that:

Marxism  is  not  attempting  simply  to
understand society; it does not only predict the
rise  of  a  revolutionary  proletariat  that  will
overturn capitalism, but also actively mobilizes
persons to do this. It intervenes to change the
world.

 As a philosophy of praxis, it is a theoretical channel for the understanding
of the political economy of the laws of capitalism (Gauldner, 1980:34). It
does not see social categories as manifestations of the world spirit,  but
reflections  of  the  nature  and  character  of  the  prevailing  mode  of
production.  Its  scientific  study  of  society  led  to  the  conclusion  that
capitalist  exploitation  of  the  workers  would  result  to  a  growing
consciousness of the exploited and the need for a novel society. After all,
force is the midwife of every old society pregnant with a new one (Eaton,
1966:57).Marxism  is  a  philosophy  of  history  whose  analytical  efficacy
provides the basis for the all-encompassing changes in the society. In other
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words,  like the Enlightenment Philosophers,  man is responsible for the
historical evolution of his society. According to Lenin (1978:15):

Marxism pointed the way to an all-embracing
and comprehensive  study  of  social  economic
formations.  People  make  their  history.  But
what determines the motives of people, of the
mass of people – what gives rise to the clash of
clothing ideas and struggles?

 The answer  to  the  above question  can  be  found in  the  production of
material  things  of  life.  This  is  because  the  development  of  society  is
conditioned by the development of material forces, the productive forces
(Lenin 1978:47). In a nutshell, Marxism is a philosophy that focuses on the
economy as the trigger of change, vitalized by man’s productive struggles.
It  is  the  conflation of  these struggles  and the economy that  determine
people’s position in the society. Therefore, it is not the consciousness of
men  that  determine  their  existence,  but  their  social  existence  that
determine  their  consciousness  (Marx,  1984:21).  It  does  not  brook  the
influence  of  an  abstract  spirit  or  religion  manipulating  human  affairs.
After all, human beings make religion, religion does not make the human
being (Achcar, 2013:13). The dialectical totality inherent in the philosophy,
and the call for social action in favour of the proletariat prompted Akpuru-
Aja (1997:3) to state that:

Marxism is the doctrine of the universality of
class warfare which would in the final analysis,
end  in  global  overthrow  and  replacement  of
capitalism by the communist victory. 

It is a guide to action that is primarily concerned with the emancipation of
man  by  man  without  resort  to  some  metaphysical  forces  that  are
antithetical  to  the  laws  of  human  development.  Its  potency  since  the
nineteenth  century  has  enhanced  a  world-view  that  is  rich  in  social
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thought,  and  despite  some  revisionist  distortions,  it  has  remained  the
indisputable mass revolutionary ideology (Yakorlev, 1987:368).

Human  rights  have  become  a  catchphrase  in  the  twenty-first
century.  As we noted earlier,  it  has  become a  component  part  of  good
governance, democracy and development. States that do not mainstream it
in their activities are often adjudged anti-people and tyrannical. They may
not receive the statutory attention from the international community. Such
States  more  often  than  not  would  become  the  butt  of  civil  society
unrestrained  condemnation.  The  natural  philosophy  of  rights  advocate
their inalienability, indestructibility and inviolability. In fact, article 5 of
the  1993  Vienna  Convention  noted  that  they  are  interdependent  and
interrelated. Although, some of the rights are not creations of the State,
but it smacks of recklessness for a State to censor or extinct what it did not
create.  Rather,  what  the  State  is  enjoined  to  do  is  to  nurture,  expand,
promote, and protect these rights.   
As Laski (2004:91) noted, 

Rights, in fact, are those conditions of social life
without which no man can seek, in general, to
be himself at his best… the state exists to make
possible  that  achievement,  it  is  only  by
maintaining rights that its end may be secured.

The natural foundation of rights was popularized by the social contract
theorists and the Enlightenment Philosophers. Locke (1993:163) noted that
men being, as has been said by nature all free, equal and independent, no
one can be put out of his estate and subjected to the political power of
another, without his consent. Curtis (2008:66) also noted that:

Every  civil  right  has  for  its  foundation  some
natural rights pre-existing in the individual but
to the enjoyment of which his individual poor
is  not,  in  all  cases  sufficiently  competent  .Of
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this kind are   all those which relate to security
and protection.

According  to  Zigedy  (2002:5),  these  rights  are  conceived  as
counterparts in the moral sphere of nature.  They are believed to share
universal  application  with  the  laws  of  nature.  Since  nature  is  the
foundation  of  rights,  it  must  receive  unreserved  protection  from  the
governing authorities. It is argued that the non-protection and guarantee
of these rights have compelled the exploited to ensure the overthrow of an
obnoxious status quo. The American Declaration of Independence in 1776,
French Revolution of 1789 and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and
Citizens in 1791, are glaring examples. The American Declaration noted
that we hold this truth to be self-evident that men are created equal that
they are endowed with certain inalienable rights that, among these are life,
liberty  and  the  pursuit  of  happiness,  that  to  secure  these  rights
Governments  are installed among men deriving their  powers  from the
consent of the governed (Iwe, 1986:102). 

The Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizens also noted that
men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions can
only be founded on public utility (Iwe, 1986:109). Article 1 of the UNDHRs
noted that all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.
They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one
another in a  spirit  of  brotherhood.  The essentiality  of  rights to  human
happiness and development prompted Laski (2004:891) to state that 

Every  state  is  known  by  the  rights  that  it
maintains. Our method of judging its character
lies, above all in the contribution that it makes
to the substance of man’s happiness. 

From our discussion thus far, we can deduce that human rights are
rights  enjoyed  by  people  because  of  their  Beingness.  They  cannot  be
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divorced from democracy, development and therefore, it beholds on States
to enforce and promote them without hesitation. To do otherwise, is to
deprive people the opportunity to develop their innate potentials to the
fullest.  This  is  why  we  build  upon  individual  personality  because
ultimately,  the welfare of  the community is  built  upon their  happiness
(Laski, 2004:95). It is against this scenario that all States make provision in
their ground norm for human rights protection.  Sections   36-42 of the
Nigerian 1999 constitution as     amended has  elaborate  provision  for
human  freedoms. 

Marxism and Human Rights
Marx did not  engage in  a  systematic  study of  human rights.  Fasenfest
(2016:2) noted that Marx had little if anything to say about human rights.
This was because the concept of human rights was not a well-developed
idea at the time he wrote. But his views on the concept can be gathered
from: On the Jewish Question  (1844),  Critique of the Gotha Progrmme (1849)
and the Communist Manifesto (1848). Bruno Bauer, one of the members of
the Doctor’s  Club in Berlin had noted that the Jews cannot be granted
political freedom because of their abhorrent character, their religion and
money being their practical spirit.

Their unfitness for citizenship had to do with
their backwardness (their incapacity to evolve
culturally  and  morally),  their  exclusivity  and
claims to  privileged treatment.  [They]  prided
themselves  on being the chosen people,  their
indifference  to  the  happiness  or  freedom  of
other  people,  and  their  financial  power  over
Europe. If the Jews were hated in the Christian
world,  then they provoked this  mistreatment,
since  they  had no interest  in  the  progress  of
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humanity  at  large  and  derived  no  universal
moral  principles  from  their  own  suffering
(https//warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc.Marx-critique-
of-rights) .Retrieved  on August 25,2018

Bauer was obviously expressing a proto-anti-Semitic effusion that judged
the  Jews  with  objectionable  and intolerable  features.    Such   a  people
cannot   be  granted  civil  rights    in  Prussia (Germany) ,  as  in  France
and the United States of America (USA). But Marx (1844) noted that to
place the cause of Jewish deprivation on their religion and nature is to
exude profound ignorance, assuming the symptom to be the cause.  He
noted that the activities of the Jews are mere reflections of the particular
society in which they found themselves. Therefore, they cannot be singled
out for condemnation because what the Jews do, Christianity also does the
same thing. The Jews who occupy a distinctive place in civil society, only
manifest in a distinctive way the Judaism in the civil society. Judaism has
been preserved, not in spite of history, but by history (Trucker, 1978:50).
Therefore, the emancipation of the Jews cannot come by a renunciation of
religion, rather such emancipation must have a social character. According
to Leon, (1970:37),

The  political  emancipation  of  the  Jews  was
thus a necessary but by no means a sufficient
condition  for  their  human  emancipation.  For
human  emancipation  would  require  nothing
less than the overthrow of the prevailing order,
in  short,  the  emancipation of  humanity  from
capital.

We noted that it was through the optic of historical materialism that
Marxism examined the rights of man. The result was that contrary to their
inalienability as claimed by the Enlightenment Philosophers, these rights
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were historically  and not  naturally  determined.  They are social  entities
that are mere epiphenomena for social relations (Zigedy, 2002:8). Marxism
loathes  the  fetishism  and  sanctity  of  human  rights  because  they  exist
within the capitalist mode of production, and for the egoistic bourgeoisie.
Zigedy (2002:10) noted that:

For  Marx,  declarations  and  codifications  of
human rights are inseparable from their role in
bourgeois  society,  their  place  in  the  social
fabric  of  capitalism.  Human  rights  doctrine
serve  as  a  secure  compatible  foundation  for
morality, law and politics in the ascending and
maturity of capitalist mode of production.

For  Marxism,  human  rights  under  capitalism  is  contradictory,
illusory and idealistic. This is because all social categories of a given epoch
must  conform to  the character  of  the  economic foundation.  Indeed,  all
rights  are  subject  to  certain  constraint  of  the  socio-economic  base  and
cultural  level,  and  [most  importantly]  rights  can  never  go  beyond  the
economic  structure  of  society  as  well  as  the  cultural  development  of
society restricted by the economic structure (Marx and Engels, 1963:22).
Capitalist production involves the participation of two antagonistic groups
that  have  unequal  access  to  means  of  production,  including  access  to
production. This in itself has established an inherent incompetence in the
advancement of human rights. The struggle between capital and labour
cannot be equal, and cannot be expected to be so.

The secret behind the exchange between capital
and labour is  that  the workers receive in the
value  of  their  labour  power  (the  labour  time
socially necessary for the reproduction of the
labourer) and not equivalent to the value of the
products  they  produce  on  behalf  of  the
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capitalist.  In  this  context,  equal  right  is  the
form  given  to  the  expropriation  of  unpaid
surplus  value
(https//warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc.Marx-critique-
of-rights. Retrieved on 23/8/2018)

 
Marx  (1844)  divided rights  into  two –  the  rights  of  man (droits

d’homme) and the right of citizens (doits d’citoyen). While the rights of
man blossom at the civil society, that of the citizen at the State. He was
unreservedly critical of the civil society because of its inflation of man’s
egoistic  instinct.  Marx’s  anthropological  view  of  Man  is  that  of
Galttungwesene – a SpecieS Being with  a biological need, and focused on
his fellow man due to an inborn altruism (Harpen, 2012:3).

Corradetti (2001) stated some of the traits of the civil society which
include,  emergent  proto-capitalist  society,  domain  of  relation  among
people and predominance of interest. It is a sphere that has individualized
individuals  because  of  the  unwieldy  pursuit  of  wealth  accumulation.
Seligman (1992:5) captured this pursuit of self-interest when he defined
civil society as:

that  realm  where  the  concrete  person,  that
particularly  individual,  subject  to  his  or  her
own wants,  caprices,  and physical  necessities
seeks  the  attainment  of  these  ‘selfish’  aims…
that  arena  where  free,  self  -determining
individuality  sets  forth  its  claims  for
satisfaction  of  its  wants  and  personal
autonomy.  

In this milieu of hot pursuit   for personal interest, none of the so-called
rights  of  man can go beyond egoistic  man.  These rights only  canonize
possessive individualism and promote only the world view of the ruling
class. According to Bottomore (1964:26),
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None of the supposed rights of man, therefore,
go  beyond  the  egoistic  man,  that  is,  an
individual  separated  from  the  community,
withdrawn  into  himself,  wholly  preoccupied
with private interest and acting in accordance
with  his  private  caprice…  The  only  bond
between  man  is  natural  necessity,  need  and
private  interest,  the  preservation  of  their
property and their egoistic persons. 

The logic of capitalism prodded by private means of production,
engenders antagonistic social relations, alienation of human beings, and
merciless  exploitation  cannot  uphold  human rights.  This  explains  why
they are seen as the ideological expression, serving the constitutive egoism
of civil society and does not recognize man’s social component. It is in this
vein that human rights is seen to be in the service of homo economicus –
humans concerned only with their individual, asocial  and self-interest. 

Indeed,  rights  expressed  under  a  bourgeois  regime  represent  a
cloak to befool the proletariat and give them a semblance of freedom, a
mere form alien to the content of interaction between capital and labour
(https://warwick.ac.uk./fac/soc.Marx-critique-of-rights).  Marx  and
Engels (2002:188) noted that the capitalist commodity economy was the
true paradise of man’s natural rights, and the unstoppable movement of
human rights propel and energize the civil society. This is not stupendous
because capitalism gave birth not only to human rights doctrine,  but a
counter-instrument  of  social  justice,  the  concept  of  labour  exploitation
(Zigedy, 2002:15). Donnelly (2001:118) also pointed out that:

The  rights  of  man  as  man,  and  subjects  of
human rights could only be individuals, which
was determined by the specific purpose of the
bourgeois  political  revolution at  the time.  As
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spokesman for the interest of the bourgeoisie,
the 17th and 18th century liberals’ main concern
was to overthrow the feudal autocratic rule of
the Middle Ages in Europe. 

The emerging bourgeois class in Europe needed the myth of human
rights to justify their transcendence of the old order, and justify their new
found position. Human rights and other social categories became part of
the legitimizing zeal and strategy for property protection. After all, Loke
(1993:182)  stated  that  the  great  and  chief  end  of   man’s  entering  into
society, being the enjoyment of their properties in peace and safety, and
the great instrument and means of that being the laws establishing in that
society. Property protection and promotion became the underlying motif
beneath the declaration of humans rights. Freedom and equality assures
unlimited  acquisition  of  property.  But  the  rule  is  not  even  among the
members of society. The degree and dimension of acquisition is largely
determined by ownership of means of production. This unequal relation
ab  initio  reduced  all  rights  to  rights  of  inequality.  Marx  and  Engels
(1957:146) noted that in the capitalist society, the principle of equality is
wiped out because it is limited only to legal equality, which is equality
under the premise of the inequality between the rich and the poor. 

The point here is that Marxism condemns the French Declaration of
the Rights of Man and Citizens as an outright bourgeois  ideology that
demeans  Man’s  social  traits  and  expands  self-interest.   It  rests  on  the
deification  of  profit  maximization,  reduction  of  Man  as  means  and  a
plaything  of  alien  powers,  selfishly  hunting  for  exclusive  self-interest.
Under  this  scenario,  it  becomes  amazing  how  human  rights  can  be
realized when class antagonism in the society is yet to be transcended.
Roth (2004:54) posited that in any class-based society, the promise of legal
protections  from  arbitrary  imposition  and  legal  implementation  of
collective  empowerment  go  largely  unrealized.  According  to  Marx
(1970:647),

Marxism and Human Rights. A Critical Review.      294



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

The power of the bourgeoisie depends largely
on money. So the bourgeoisie must synthesize
all the feudal privileges and political monopoly
power  of  the  past  dynasties  into  one  big
privilege and monopoly power of money.

The monopoly of money reduces the claim of human rights to an
empty claim and depicts the fallacy of liberalism. It must be noted that
Marxism is  not against human rights.  In fact,   Marx’s   anthropological
view of man expresses   Man’s principle of community preservation, and
the essence of humanity is that each individual human being is the unity
of the particular and the general (Roseberry, 1997:19). Rejection of rights
stem from the fact that they are framed in a manner to exploit workers,
justify  the  in-egalitarian  capitalist  society,  they  are  purely  formal,  and
empty of substantive quality by way of superficial inequalities (Hargaden,
2013:10). Geremew (2014:12) also stated that equality in liberal democracy
are  illusory,  they   are   freedoms  advocated  by  liberal  regimes  that
reinforce  market values, and are not centered on protecting basic human
dignity.  It  is  against  this  back  drop  that  Lenin  (1992:73)  declared  that
bourgeois  democracy  is  the  democracy  of  pompous  phrases,  solemn
words,  lavish promises  and high sounding slogans about freedom and
quality,  but in practice all this cloaks the lack of freedom and equality.
Marxism’s rejection of rights was primarily to demystify the fallacy of the
rights of man, and more importantly expose the bourgeois hypocrisy in
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizens. According to Aaron
(1965:41)

At the start, Marx does not want to revisit the
achievements  of  the  French  Revolution  –  he
wants to terminate them. Democracy, freedom,
equality,  these  values  appear  self-evident  to
him  what  infuriates  him  is  that  democracy
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should  be  exclusively  political,  that  equality
should not extend further than the ballot box,
and  the  freedom  proclaimed  by  the
constitution  should  not  prevent  the
enslavement  of  the  proletariat  on  the  twelve
hour work days for women and children.. If the
term  political  and  personal  freedoms  are
‘formal’, it is not because he scorned them, but
rather because they seemed ridiculous to him,
since the real conditions of existence prevented
most men from truly enjoying these subjective
rights. 

These  rights  are   seen  as  a  sophistry  that  makes  meaning  only  at  the
political space, but cannot shake, dismantle or mediate existing economic
contradictions. Most importantly, they do not challenge the unregulated
acquisition of property, but restrict the conscentization of the proletariat.
The aftermath   is  that,  bourgeois  ideology  of  rights  have drowned all
emotion in the icy water of egoistical calculation, and having ripped apart
all feudal ties, leaving behind no other nexus between people than naked
self-interest.    The  constraint imposed by the economic base of the society
exposes the emptiness and fallacy of the rights of Man under a bourgeois
regime. The bourgeoisie in France who ignited the  French  Revolution  on
August 4, 1789 because of Louis xvi’s despotic, arbitrary and oppressive
rule, also promulgated the Le Chapelier Law. This statute prohibited the
right of worker’s organization. Marx (1986:692) also stated that:

By a decree of June 4, 1791, they declared all
coalition of the workers as ‘an attempt against
liberty and the declaration of the rights of man,
punishable by a fine of 500 lives, together with
deprivation of  the rights of  an active for  one
year.  This  law  which,  by  means  of  state
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compulsion,  confined  the  struggle  between
capital and labour within limits comfortable for
capital, has outlived revolutions and changes of
dynasties.  Even  the  Reign  of  Terror  left  it
untouched.

 Restricting worker’s organization highlighted the conditionality of rights,
and the inherent intent of the bourgeois class to engage in a systematic
exploitation  of  the  workers,  and  perpetually  dominate  the  productive
process without challenge. In fact, to allow worker’s organization to assert
their rights beyond the political is to overstretch the intent of universal
and  inalienable  rights.  Beneath  the  veneer  of  these  rights  are  the
intangible  right  to  private  property.  Lacroix  and  Prachere  (2013:439)
pointed out that even the 1793 constitution in France, provided that the
practical  application  of  man’s  right  to  liberty  is  man’s  right  to  private
property. One wonders, the nature of equality that would exist between
capital and labour since they have antagonistic class interest, and as Marx
(1986:496)  noted,  the  capitalist  mode  of  production  enforces  the  most
outrageous  squandering  of  labour-power  and  of  the  social  means  of
production. Under this arrangement, it is possible for the bourgeoisie to
consciously dwarf the social power of the people. In this scenario,

as soon as political rights cannot encroach on
the  rights  of  private  property,  they  lose  all
social  meaning.  Doomed  to  ensure  that
existing  system of  wealth  distribution,  these
rights are now merely secondary dimension of
the  security  required  by  possessive
individualism  (Lacroix  and  Prachere,
2013:440).

The crux of the matter is that the rights of man must have a social content
to be meaningful and beneficial to the people. Political rights contains an

Marxism and Human Rights. A Critical Review.      297



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

innate impotence,  and does not intend   to  alter  the existing economic
order because of the despotism of capital. It must be stated that:

the rights of man are false in that they are, by
definition  presented  as  natural,  external  or
innate rights. However, all laws are historical,
since they depend on the possibilities offered
by  the  state   of  productive  powers,  and  the
relation of production that correspond to them
(Lacroix and Pranchere, 2013:445).

Engels (1975:109-11) re-echoes this fact when he asserted that all
laws and human rights represent the economic condition of existence of
society. The nature and goal of slave and feudal mode of productions did
not allow for the expression of human rights. Rights under these economic
systems were exclusively reserved for the slave masters  and the feudal
lords. Laws and philosophical pronouncements were used to justify and
rationalize  their  practice.  In  the  eyes  of  the  Greeks,  no  healthy lasting
society could dispense with slaves, and only citizens were allowed to sit in
the Assembly and in the law courts. 

The  low  class  of  people  like  mechanics  and
artisans  were  excluded  from  political
participation  because  their  natural  toil  de-
liberalizes the soul and makes it unfit for true
virtue (Iwe, 1986:31).

Apart from emboldening the contours of civil society, these rights
express the paradise of exploitation of the market which tricks democracy
(Marx, 1844).

For market relations conform to the concept of
human  rights;  the  attributes  of  the  juridical
person are precisely [those] of the individuals
involved in exchange. The contractual relation
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of ‘exchange’ is a relation of equality between
proprietors  who  recognize  each  other
reciprocally  as  free  persons.  It  is  this
achievement  of  the  juridical  equality  of
freedoms at the same as it is the real basis for
producing this ideal of legal equality (Lacroix
and Pranchere, 2013:443).

It is important to note that the philosophy of Marxism did not reject and
condemn  bourgeois  rights  without  an  alternative.  Having  exposed  the
porosity,  subterfuge  and  parochial  hollowness  of  human  rights,  Marx
(1844) noted that it  is under communism that human beings can attain
their species – being. Bourgeois rights are welcomed only to the extent
that  they  provide  the  trigger  and  the  transitory  process  essential  for
achieving socio-political and economic liberation. It  is  a transition from
the kingdom of necessity to the kingdom of freedom. It would assure the
development of human energy and distributive justice, and embodies the
maximization  of  individual  and  collective  freedom  through  the
democratic organization of production designed to liberate the time and
labour  power  of  all  (Lacroix  and  Pranchere,  2013:442).  The  enduring
slogan of this society is to each according to need and from each according
to ability. Under this humane environment,
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Human  emancipation  would  be  complete.
When the  real,  individual  man has  absorbed
into  himself  the  abstract  citizen  when  as  an
individual  man  in  his  everyday  life,  in  his
work, and in his relationships, he has become a
specie-being;  and  when  he  has  recognized
powers so that he no longer (forces propress)
as social powers so that he no longer separates
this  social  powers  from  himself  as  political
power (Trucker, 1978:46).

Marxism believes that it is under a communist economic order that
human beings can explore their fullest in born altruism, no one can ride
roughshod over their social rights and the dichotomy between the State
and the civil society would be dismantled. This is the striving towards a
de-ontologization of the civil society (Herpen, 2013:4). Under this system,
the  phrase  of  everyone  is  his  own  end,  everything  is  nothing  to  him
(Hegel, 1968:169) is gradually abolished. In a nutshell, an actualization of
potential is contingent on the return of men and women to themselves as
social beings which occurs in a communist society devoid of class interest
(Shestack, 2007:24). 

Marxism and the Second Generation of Human Rights 
We noted that Marxism was patently against the universalization of

inalienable rights under a bourgeois epoch. It unequivocally condemned
the rights of man as a myth, illusory, that only enhance the projection of a
deceptive  appearance,  and  enhance  the  expansion  of  social  atomism.
Nevertheless,  Marxism’s  scrutiny of  rights  have formed the  fulcrum of
what is often called the second generation of rights. The first being the
UUDHRs  in  December  10,  1948.  Chris  (2016:12)  noted  that  in  the
revaluation of issues of human rights and issues concerning the role of
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human rights, the Marxist traditions have taken a dominant position in
terms of both history and rationality. Workers of all countries sieved the
social content of Marxism for the advancement of their welfare and work
place. Ishay (2008:160) noted that:

Thus mobilization in pursuit of political rights
was  directly  linked  to  action  on  behalf  of
economic and social rights.  Social  welfare for
the  poor  would  no  longer  be  left  to  the
whimsical  charitable  impulses  at  the margins
of  market-driven  distribution  of  wealth,  but
would  now  be  demanded  as  a  right  by  a
working class electorate.

The empirical predication of globalization and its negative fallout on the
environment, social rights, women and children’s right by Marxism, made
it a philosophy of the down trodden. Therefore, expanding its frontiers is
tantamount to espousing the rights of the exploited. Engels (1976) gave a
notice that if the living, maximization of profit and capitalism production
was  not  checkmated,  the environment  and indeed humanity  would be
doomed. Marx and Engels (1848) also expressed the expansionist trend of
capitalism.  

The bourgeoisie by the rapid improvement of
all  instruments  of  production,  by  the
immensely  facilitated  means  of
communication,  draws  all,  even  the  most
barbarian nations, into civilization. The cheap
process  of  its  commodities  are  the  heavy
artillery with which it battles down all Chinese
walls,  with  which  it  forces  the  barbarians’
intensely  obstinate  hatred  of  foreigners  to
capitulate.  It  compels  all  nations  on  pain  of
extinction  to  adopt  the  bourgeois  mode  of
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production.  In  one word,  it  compels  them to
introduce  what  it  calls  civilization  into  their
midst, i.e. to become bourgeois themselves. In
one word, it creates a world after its own image
(Tucker, 1978:477).  

This  revelation  served  as  a  tonic  to  bolster  and  strengthen  the
struggles of the workers for a better working environment. The aftermath
of  this  concerted  agitation  was  the  promulgation  of    the  Second
Generation of  Rights  by  the  UN.  These  included the  UN International
Covenant  on  Economic,  Social  and  Cultural  Rights  in  1966,  the  UN
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights which came into force
on  January  3,  1976,  the  UN  Convention  on  the  Rights  of  the  Child
(UNCRC) in 1990 and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1979. Ishay (2008:231) stated
that between 1914 to 1939,  women in twenty-eight additional  countries
gained voting rights equal to men.   As the Radical and Liberal Variant of
Feminist  Philosophy  located  their  dehumanization  at  the  foot  of
patriarchy, the Marxist Feminist saw it differently. They maintained that:

The central  point  of  socialist  feminism is  the
development of a political theory and practice
that will synthesize the best insights of radical
feminism and of the Marxist traditions and that
will  simultaneously  escape  the  problems
associated with each… the one solid basis  of
agreement  among  socialist  feminism  is  that
women’s  alienation,  the  sexual  division  of
labour  must  be  eliminated  in  every  area  of
life… the goal of socialist feminism is to abolish
the social relations that constitute humans not
only  as  workers  and  capitalists  but  also  as
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women  and  men  (Vinod  and  Destshpande,
2013:393).

 The League of Nations Covenant prohibited the trafficking of women and
children in 1953, the UN enacted the Convention on the Political Rights of
women,  and  by  the  1960s  more  than    one  hundred  countries  had
extended franchise  to  women.  In  fact,  it  was  the  prominence  given  to
women’s rights that necessitated the four global conferences on women.
These are 1975 in Mexico, 1980 in Copenhagen, 1985 in Kenya and 1995 in
Beijing . Marxism also offered the philosophical basis for the protection of
children’s rights. During the First International Congress in Geneva, Marx
(1868) reiterated the fact that the rights of children and juvenile must be
vindicated… provision for education and other legislation protecting the
rights of children, needed to be enforced by the State. This is because the
right of education is a genuine social right of citizenship because the aim
of  education  during  childhood  is  to  shape  the  future  of  adulthood
(Marshall, 1965:89). The English Elementary Act of 1870 and the French
Law of 1882 which regulated child labour and encouraged universal and
compulsory education,  the prevention and punishment  of  the crime of
Genocide in 1948, the European Convention for the Protection of Human
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms in 1950 and other instruments attest to
the positive contribution of Marxism to the enrichment of the content and
corpus of human rights. Today, many UN member States have enshrined
fundamental  human  rights  in  their  ground  norm.  It  is  against  this
backdrop that Ishay (2008:234) pointed out that:

The  advance  of  children’s  rights  cannot  be
attributed  solely  to  the  moral  progress  of
employers, instead there had been a realization
that  an  increasing  complex  industrial
environment  requires workers  with at  least  a
basic education. The capitalist motive, socialist
hoped  would  ultimately  contribute  to  the
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development  of  the  working  class
consciousness  necessary  for  building  a  just
society.

Conclusion  and  Recommendations.
Marxism as a social philosophy views the activities and emergence

of social categories as reflections of the economic base of the society. To
comprehend the character of social relations and superstructural realities,
we have to resort to substructure – the base of the society.

It  was  from  this  historical  materialist  prism  that  Marx  (1844)
examined the rights of man as expressed in the eighteenth century. His
response  to  Bauer  on  the  Jewish  emancipation  attest  to  the  fact  that
capitalism cannot be exonerated from the objectionable disposition of the
Jews.  He  noted  that  the  spiritless  radicalism  of  Bauer  revealed    its
inhumanity not only  through its  hostility  to  Jews,  but  also  through its
hostility  to  the  idea  of  rights  (https//warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc.marx-
critique-of-rights.  Retrieved on 29/08/2018). As Leopold (2009:61) puts it,
Marx’s own argumentative strategy in this discussion is not to attack the
very concept of rights, but rather reject this contemporary justification for
excluding Jews from the possession of  human rights.  This  is  extremely
important because the emancipation of the   Jews is in the last analysis
the  emancipation  of  humankind   from  Judaism.  The  Jews  cannot  be
singled out for deprivation or condemnation, because they   are propped
up by the same capitalist ethic, which  believes  that  in money matters
sentiment  is  out  of  the  way   (Marx,  1886:225).  Therefore,  under  the
anarchical capitalist arrangement, human rights cannot blossom because it
fans  the  embers  of  egoistic  instinct,  subjects  workers  to  a  baptism  of
infamy,  and  it  is  palpably  deceptive.  Its  horrendous  pursuit  of  profit
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negates  the  very  essence  of  human  emancipation.  According  to  Chris
(2016:6),

In  Marx’s  view,  the  modem  western  liberal
concept of human rights turns real man into an
abstract  symbol  through  abstract  individual.
When subjects of human rights are stripped of
specific  social  characteristics  such  as  class,
gender and ethnicity, the entire real man will
fall victim to the abstract individual losing the
context, whereby the bourgeoisie has idealized
the capitalist social order, and has maintained
the rule of the bourgeoisie.

It  is  within this milieu that the rights of liberty, equality,  and property
becomes  a  mere  subterfuge  to  bore  up  the  ethics  of  possessive
individualism.  Indeed,  the  rights  of  man  have  at  their  very  core,  the
intangible right to private property (Lancoix and Pranchere,  2013: 438).
The  non-enforcement  of  collectivity  and  social  bonding  in  the  rights
prompted Fasenfast (2016:7) to declare that:

For Marx, the right of liberty is an expression
of human separation rather than association,
the right to equality is little more than a right
to  equal  liberty;  the right  to  property  is  the
expression  of  self-interest  and  the  right  to
security  is  simply  egoistic  assurance  that  as
individuals  we  can  count  on  all  the  other
rights being inviolate. Human emancipation is
secured  by  freedom  of  right  to  engage  in
business,  but  as  a  result  of  freedom  from
business. 

Marxism’s inveterate critique of capitalism was because its cornerstone is
private  property.  It  also  demonstrated  that  rights  cannot  be  naturally
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determined  and  inalienable  because  they  are  products  of  a  particular
mode of production that is in transition. We must not loose sight of the
fact  that  beyond the  veneer  of  equal  rights,  is  a  right  of  inequality  of
players in the productive process. The rights are political in nature, and do
not alter  the foundation of  capitalism. They can be summed up as the
ideological  expression  of  the  estranged  man’s  degrading  condition.
Nevertheless, Marx’s (1844) polemical evaluation of bourgeois rights is not
devoid of a remedy. Since capitalism is   a product of historical dialectics
of  human  development,  its  antimony  would  hasten  its  demise  for  a
classless society to emerge. Under this social order, separation of the state
and civil society would be abolished. This would make the beginning of
the  realization  of  man’s  specie-being  status.  Apart  from  the  above,
Marxism’s rejection of bourgeois rights has had significant impact on the
rights of workers, women, children and the environment.  This point was
also highlighted when Ishay (2008) stated that:

The progress of capitalism brought socialism to
the forefront of the nineteenth century struggle
of human rights. Seeking to demythologize its
abstract  rationalism  of  the  Enlightenment
while embracing its internationalist spirit, Karl
Marx, Frederick Engels and others proposed a
materialist understanding of rights sensitive to
economic  forces,  historical  change,  and
conflicting class interests.

 In conclusion,  therefore,  Marxism was evidently against  human rights
espoused and paraded under  the  capitalist  system.  They  represent  the
rights of the ruling class to dominate and engage in untrimmed property
acquisition. A process that inflates man’s egoistic passion. In this scenario,
collective  emancipation  would  remain  a  mirage.  On  the  other  hand,
Marxism has  in  no small  measure  facilitated the  emergence  of  Second
Generation of Human Rights. As Marks (1982:4) pointed out:
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Marxism  played  a  very  significant  role  in
promoting  the  social  revolution  against  the
exploitation in the 19th century caused by the
abuse of civil and political rights, leading to the
emergence  of  economic,  social  and  cultural
rights. 

Recommendations
  To    be   meaningful, human   rights  must  go   beyond  the  political
sphere  to  embody  its  social  content  that  will  make  Man  realize
his/her   species-being.
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