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ETHICS or LEADERSHIP

Rights & Their Ambiguity

As you read the material for our next class, keep the questions below in
mind. To answer these questions you will have to reflect critically on what
you have read and possibly re-read important passages. Keep in mind
that there are two basic kinds of information that you need to look for in
the reading:

1. What are the main points or conclusions that an author accepts with
respect to a particular issue?

2. What are the reasons, important considerations, and evidence that
lead the author to accept that conclusion?

For our purposes, it is information of the second sort that will be our
primary concern since our most basic task is to evaluate the reasons and
evidence that are offered to support accepting one possible conclusion
about an issue, rather than another.

Although | strongly suggest that you write out brief answers to these
questions, you do not have to turn in written responses. You do, however,
need to be prepared to speak intelligently about these issues at our next
class meeting.

Reading

«United Nations Commission on Human Rights, “Universal
Declaration of Human Rights”.

« Onora O’Neill, “The Dark Side of Human Rights”.

- Karen Marquiss, “The Conflict at Lomatex Chemical”.

Background

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was the result of over two
years of deliberation among the United Nations. Based upon ideals of
dignity, equality, and freedom, it provides an extensive lists of the rights
that the signatory states thought ought to be protected for all persons.
In her article, Onora O'Neill is extremely critical of documents like this
because, so she claims, they ultimately treat rights as merely aspirational
and not as having any further substance. In the end, she believes that
these human rights are meaningless as there is no indication of who or
what is obligated to ensure that these rights are protected and fulfilled.
Finally, the case study of Lomatex Chemical provides an illustrative
situation where the business interests of a leader and the rights of others
potentially come into conflict.

Questions

1. Generally speaking, what does it mean to have a right? For instance,
why does it make more sense to say that an animal has a right than
a table has a right? Why does O’Neill believe that rights and duties
are intimately connected? (Hint: this idea should be familiar from
the reading by John Stuart Mill on justice and rights.)

2. Given her understanding of rights, why does O’Neill believe that
“the costs are too high” for adopting an aspirational view of rights?

3. What is O'Neill’s distinction between first- and second-order
obligations? How do this work with traditional civil and political
(“liberty”) rights? Why does O’'Neill believe that this distinction
raises serious difficulties for economic and social (“welfare”) rights?

4. In the last section of her article, O’'Neill argues that even if economic
and social rights are grounded in second-order obligations of the
state, there are problems in imposing first-order obligations on the
citizens of a state. How does she defend this claim?

5. What would you do if you were the president of Lomatex Chemical?
Should you refuse to do business with the ruler of a country that
may suppress the human rights of its people?



