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Abstract 

Human rights and social justice represent intertwined concepts that address dignity, equality, and fairness within 

societies. From a sociological perspective, human rights are examined not merely as universal legal norms (e.g., as 

outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights) but as socially constructed, historically contingent, and 

embedded in power relations, institutions, and cultural contexts. Sociology views social justice as the pursuit of 

equitable distribution of resources, opportunities, and rights, often challenging systemic inequalities rooted in class, 

race, gender, ethnicity, and other axes of oppression. Key sociological approaches include conflict theory, structural 

functionalism, and critical/intersectional perspectives. The sociology of human rights has emerged as a subfield, 

investigating how rights claims serve as tools for social movements, how organizations advocate for justice, and how 

inequalities undermine both human rights protections and broader social justice goals. This sociological lens reveals 

tensions between universal principles and local realities, the role of activism in reshaping norms, and the need to 

address structural barriers to achieve genuine equity. Ultimately, sociological studies emphasize that human rights 

provide a foundational framework for social justice, while social justice movements extend rights claims into demands 

for redistribution, recognition, and systemic transformation to combat oppression and promote inclusive societies. 
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Introduction   

Human rights and social justice form two interconnected pillars that address fundamental questions of human dignity, 

equality, fairness, and the elimination of oppression in society. Human rights refer to the basic entitlements inherent to 

all individuals by virtue of being human, as codified in documents like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(1948), encompassing civil, political, economic, social, and cultural dimensions. Social justice, on the other hand, 

extends beyond individual protections to demand equitable distribution of resources, opportunities, recognition, and 

power within social structures, challenging systemic inequalities based on class, race, gender, ethnicity, caste, 

sexuality, and other intersecting identities. From a sociological perspective, these concepts are not viewed as timeless, 

universal absolutes rooted solely in philosophy or law; instead, they are socially constructed, historically contingent, 

and shaped by power relations, cultural contexts, institutions, and collective struggles. Sociology examines how 

human rights emerge, are contested, implemented, or violated in everyday social life, and how social justice 

movements seek to transform unequal structures. The sociological study of human rights and social justice gained 

prominence in recent decades, with the establishment of dedicated sections in bodies like the American Sociological 

Association (2008) and the International Sociological Association, reflecting a shift from classical sociologists' 

skepticism (e.g., Marx viewing rights as bourgeois ideology, Durkheim and Weber emphasizing social order over 

universal norms) toward contemporary empirical and critical analyses. This approach highlights the interplay between 

global norms and local realities, the role of social movements in advancing rights claims, and the persistent barriers 

posed by structural inequalities, globalization, and power imbalances. 

Objectives of the Study :  

1. To examine the sociological conceptualization of human rights and social justice as socially constructed 

phenomena shaped by historical, cultural, and power-related contexts, moving beyond universal philosophical or legal 

absolutes.   

2. To analyze key theoretical foundations in sociology—including structural functionalism, conflict theory, 

critical approaches, and intersectionality—for understanding how human rights contribute to social stability, serve as 

arenas of struggle, and address intersecting oppressions.   
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3. To investigate human rights as contested social practices, exploring their emergence from historical events, 

variations in enforcement across contexts, the role of globalization, and the influence of social movements in 

advancing rights claims and challenging violations.   

4. To explore social justice as an extension of human rights, focusing on demands for redistribution, recognition, 

representation, and structural transformation to dismantle systemic inequalities in wealth, labor, race, gender, and 

other domains.   

5. To highlight the dynamic interplay between global human rights norms and local realities, assessing persistent 

barriers like structural inequalities and power imbalances, while identifying pathways for collective action, critique, 

and inclusive societal change toward genuine equity and dignity. 

 

Literature Review : 

The sociological study of human rights and social justice has evolved significantly, shifting from classical skepticism 

to a robust subfield that examines rights as embedded in social structures, power dynamics, and collective struggles. 

Key works provide theoretical depth, empirical analysis, and critical insights into their construction, contestation, and 

transformative potential. 

Frezzo (2015)1 offers a comprehensive introduction to the sociology of human rights, positioning sociology as 

uniquely equipped to analyze the economic, political, social, and cultural conditions under which human rights norms 

are devised, interpreted, and enforced. The book links human rights to broader inequalities and social justice struggles, 

emphasizing their role in challenging structural domination. 

Nash (2015)2 develops a political sociology of human rights, exploring how rights are constructed at local, national, 

international, and transnational levels. It considers commonalities and differences globally, using case studies of 

advocacy in organizations, states, and grassroots movements to illustrate tensions between universal norms and local 

power realities relevant to social justice. 

Sjoberg, Gill, and Williams (2001)3 articulate a foundational sociology of human rights, arguing for its central place in 

the global order. They connect personal troubles to public issues through the sociological imagination, analyzing rights 

violations as outcomes of structural inequalities and advocating for empirical scrutiny of power relations in rights 

realization. 

 

Hynes, Lamb, Short, and Waites (2010)4 introduce confrontations, evasions, and new engagements between sociology 

and human rights. This special issue traces the discipline's historical distancing from universal rights claims 

(influenced by Marx) and proposes innovative sociological analyses to deepen understanding of inequality, activism, 

and interdisciplinary potential for social justice. 

Morris (2006)5 examines rights from sociological perspectives, bridging human rights to citizenship, social structures, 

and justice concerns. It critiques how rights function in practice within institutions and power dynamics, highlighting 

tensions between formal protections and substantive equity. 

Deflem and Chicoine (2011)6 trace the sociological discourse on human rights, drawing lessons from the sociology of 

law. They discuss the subfield's emergence, classical theorists' reluctance, and contemporary approaches that treat 

rights as contested practices embedded in discourses and institutions. 

Feagin (2001)7 calls for sociology to recommit to social justice agendas in the twenty-first century, addressing 

economic exploitation, racial oppression, and human rights in global contexts. As a presidential address, it urges the 

discipline to confront systemic inequalities and link empirical research to transformative action. 

Blau and Frezzo (2012)8 edit an anthology applying sociological theories to human rights in the contemporary era, 

advocating expanded frameworks to tackle global social justice issues like redistribution and recognition amid power 

imbalances. 

Theoretical Foundations in Sociology   

Sociology offers diverse theoretical lenses to understand human rights and social justice. Structural functionalism, 

drawing from Durkheim and Parsons, views human rights as mechanisms that contribute to social stability and 

integration by establishing shared norms and values that bind society together, reducing conflict and promoting 

cohesion. In this view, violations of rights disrupt equilibrium, while protections foster orderly functioning. In 

contrast, conflict theory, inspired by Karl Marx and later expanded by scholars like C. Wright Mills, sees human rights 

and social justice as arenas of struggle between dominant and subordinate groups. Rights are often framed as tools 
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used by powerful classes to maintain control, while true social justice requires challenging capitalist exploitation, 

racial hierarchies, patriarchal systems, and other forms of domination. Critical and intersectional approaches, 

influenced by thinkers like Patricia Hill Collins and Kimberlé Crenshaw, emphasize how multiple axes of oppression 

intersect, creating compounded disadvantages; for instance, a poor woman from a marginalized ethnic group faces 

layered barriers that single-category analyses overlook. The sociological imagination, as Mills described, connects 

personal troubles (e.g., individual discrimination) to public issues (e.g., systemic racism or economic inequality), 

urging analysis of how broader historical and structural forces shape rights experiences. Contemporary sociology of 

human rights treats rights not as fixed ideals but as contested social practices embedded in institutions, discourses, and 

power dynamics. 

Human Rights as Social Constructs and Practices   

Sociologists argue that human rights do not exist in a vacuum but are produced through social processes. They emerge 

from historical events like revolutions, decolonization, and post-World War II global consensus, yet their meaning and 

enforcement vary across cultures, nations, and eras. The sociology of law highlights how rights are realized (or 

undermined) in practice—through state capacity, legal institutions, NGOs, and international bodies—rather than 

abstract declarations. For example, economic and social rights (e.g., to education, health, housing) often face greater 

resistance than civil and political rights due to their implications for resource redistribution. Globalization complicates 

this picture: while international norms diffuse human rights standards, they can clash with local traditions or be co-

opted by powerful states and corporations. Violations—such as in cases of war crimes, gender-based violence, migrant 

exploitation, or environmental injustice—are analyzed as outcomes of unequal power structures rather than mere 

individual failures. Social movements play a crucial role here, using rights language to mobilize collective action, 

reframe grievances, and pressure institutions for change, as seen in civil rights, feminist, LGBTQ+, indigenous, and 

anti-globalization campaigns. 

Social Justice: Beyond Rights to Structural Transformation   

Social justice extends human rights by addressing root causes of inequality and demanding not just protection but 

redistribution, recognition, and representation. Sociologists link it to issues like wealth gaps, labor exploitation, racial 

discrimination, gender inequities, and environmental degradation. Conflict-oriented views see social justice as 

requiring radical reorganization of institutions to dismantle interlocking systems of oppression, while others explore 

how rights can promote solidarity, virtue, or inclusive participation. In practice, achieving social justice involves 

challenging state and market forces that perpetuate marginalization, as well as building alternative institutions through 

grassroots activism and policy reform. Empirical studies reveal tensions: universal human rights principles sometimes 

conflict with cultural relativism or national sovereignty, and formal rights may exist without substantive justice when 

structural barriers persist. The pursuit of social justice thus involves both claiming individual entitlements and 

transforming collective conditions for equitable societies. 

Conclusion   

In conclusion, a sociological study of human rights and social justice reveals their dynamic, contested, and deeply 

embedded nature within social structures and power relations. While human rights provide a universal moral and legal 

framework for protecting human dignity, sociology underscores that their realization depends on addressing systemic 

inequalities and fostering social movements that demand broader justice. The discipline bridges normative ideals with 

empirical realities, showing how rights can empower marginalized groups yet also be limited by dominant interests. 

Ultimately, true progress toward social justice requires ongoing critique of power, intersectional analysis, and 

collective action to build inclusive, equitable societies. By examining these issues sociologically, we gain deeper 

insights into the possibilities and challenges of creating a world where human rights are not merely proclaimed but 

meaningfully enjoyed, and social justice becomes a lived reality rather than an aspiration. This perspective not only 

enriches academic understanding but also informs activism, policy, and global efforts to combat oppression in all its 

forms. 
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