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Preface

The richness of international human rights is reflected in its diversity across
disciplines including politics, philosophy, anthropology and law. This osten-
sibly valuable character can also be a source of acute frustration when as a
student of human rights, it becomes necessary for one reason or another to
focus specifically on one of these distinct dimensions. This is particularly true
of the legal practitioner preparing client advice or a Law School academic
preparing a course in international human rights law, in both of which con-
texts, although the political or other non-law dimension may be interesting,
it is usually not the key component of a legal approach.

Today, international human rights law is no longer at the periphery of law,
or a sideline of politics, while both the international and national jurisdic-
tions have come to recognise it as a part of the legal mainstream. Interna-
tional human rights law has a distinct and a fairly settled narrative in which
the roles of its actors, including individual litigants, national governments,
inter-governmental organisations, non-governmental organisations etc., are
well defined. Furthermore, the legal aspects of international human rights
have become an important feature in government policy-making as much
as the political perspectives have been in the past. This changing character
and role of the law of human rights justifies the need to investigate its nature
and scope.

Concentrating on the legal nature of international human rights is not
to deny the importance of other non-law dimensions or the shadows they
cast over the legal approach. Such an overlap is not only enriching but may
well be unavoidable. Nevertheless, a clear appreciation of the legal dimension
is useful for a better insight into the significance of the non-law perspectives
themselves. The importance of this reflective knowledge is even more acute
for the potential benefits of clarity it may give to the diverse dimensions of
international human rights.

The proven significance of a multidisciplinary or inter-disciplinary repre-
sentation of international human rights must make every scholar who seeks
to focus on one perspective alone seriously apprehensive of how the outcome
will be received. Critical comment is probably inevitable but there is enough
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reassuring evidence of the value of a legal assessment, especially for rea-
sons already indicated. The legal approach to international human rights
may be seen as a niche contribution alongside the other approaches to the
subject. This may be so, but it is one for which there is need for scholarly
investigation.

The subject matter of the legal nature of international human rights is
vast and in certain cases not entirely clear or settled. This is in the nature
of law generally and especially of the law in the international context. This
book therefore does not aim to undertake an exhaustive study of the subject.
Rather, it stands as a broad analytical assessment of the legal nature of inter-
national human rights upon which more focused research may be based.
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