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The Role of Conflict in the Progression of Human Rights 

 The term “human right” is defined in the dictionary as, “a right that is believed to belong 

justifiably to every person”. However many could argue, that the current definition of a “human 

right” is overtly both over-simplistic, and fallacious. In truth, human rights are a very 

multidimensional and dynamic set of freedoms and determinations that include a wide array of 

domains. These domains include the social, economic, and political assets of our society. These 

assets including its’ own characteristics; race, culture, gender, socio-economic status, political 

affiliation, etcetera. As seen throughout history, we have failed to recognize the intersectional 

opportunities at these corners of society, and the implications that these shortcomings have on 

those who do not meet the primary definition of the “worthy” human. The rights of certain 

humans seen as being afflicted with the undesirable and “unworthy” qualities, have been 

scrutinized in the past due to the multiple movements that have been displayed and practiced in 

response to injustice. These movements including, the Women’s Rights Movement, the Civil 

Rights Movement, the Black Lives Matter Movement, and many more. These movements being 

seen as controversial during their origination, but growing into a representation of strength, 

advocation, empowerment, and self-determination. The accomplishments of these groups being 

awe-inspiring, but not coming into fruition very easily. Conflict being both the causation of these 

movements, as well as being used as a tactic in the alleviation for the “unworthy” individuals 

affected.  

 There are many theoretical frameworks that could be applied to the role of conflict in the 

progress of human rights, however the first that comes to mind is Karl Marx’s conflict theory. 

Conflict theorists posit that human beings are sociable, but conflict prone beings. It is proposed 

that conflict is an omnipresent and dynamic factor in shaping human relationships, or in this 

case, human rights. According to Weber, such conflict is brought about by clashing economic, 

cultural, social, and other barriers held by divergent groups. All of the groups involved in 

conflict have unequal access to power, leading to societal stratification along the lines of their 

access to said power. These strata lead to the emergence of dominant and oppressed groups, 

which leads to further stratification. These oppressed or less powerful groups can then use force, 

usually social disruption in the form of protests, to force change. As communicated by the 

description of conflict theory, humans are prone to conflict in their interactions with society. 

These conflicts can occur at the macro, mezzo, and micro level, and are essentially inevitable. 

However, it is stated that the under-represented groups can use conflict to their advantage to 

cultivate change. This dichotomy within the framework of this theory, showing conflict as a 

weakness and as a strength. Therefore, conflict has been the culprit of the depreciation of 

“unworthy” human beings, but has also played a role in the progress of their insurgence. 

 Although conflict in the form of non-violent tactics have been proven effective 

throughout history, the theory of structural functionalism as it applies forms a differing opinion. 

This theory holds that societies have certain basic needs which must be met if a society is to 

survive. Functionalists are therefore concerned with the contribution the various parts of society 

make towards those needs. It emphasizes that status quo social order rather than social change is 

preferred to preserve society. Any shifts in society must be accomplished by establishing a 

consensus among societal members, particularly the most powerful and dominant members of 

society. Therefore, any change in the social order will be resisted by trying to control those who 



 

 

attempt to make societal shifts. The “social order” incorporates values, institutions, and wealth 

distribution. This theory encompassing the failures present in society today in relation to human 

rights. Whether through the lens of social, economic, or political implications, this theory defines 

that those in power will remain in power unless otherwise specified. This encouraging wealth 

disparity, social injustice, the presence of marginalized groups, as well as gender and race 

inequities remaining stagnant in our “developed society”. That being said, this theory does 

stimulate cooperation and collaboration between the “worthy” and “unworthy”, and can lead to 

profound progress in the rights of individuals deemed not worthy of the same rights. Structural 

functionalism is however responsible for the rebellion of certain groups when collaboration is 

lacking. This rebellion being a result of conflict, and in actuality can lead to further progress for 

their cause in the form of counter movements. Counter-hegemony refers to attempts to critique 

or dismantle hegemonic power. In other words, it is a confrontation and/or opposition to the 

existing status quo and the legitimacy of that status quo. Counter movements being a direct result 

of structural functionalism, and leading to the progression in human rights advocacy.  

 Conflict theory and structural functionalism both define what happens if conflict arises, 

however social exchange theory explains how members involve themselves in conflict. Social 

exchange theory holds that people will engage in an action if they perceive the benefits of acting 

outweigh the costs of inaction. This theory focuses on analyzing the individual’s perceived 

rewards and costs. Otherwise known as rational choice theory, this theory explains why one 

would choose to engage in conflict, and why another would not. In this case, those who would 

perceive their benefits outweighing the costs would choose to ally with those participating in 

movements, due to the result being gaining progression in their human rights. However one 

would not choose to join with those protesting against injustices if the costs outweigh the 

rewards. Therefore, this theory stratifies society as only the individuals being marginalized and 

lacking human rights would essentially be challenging the status quo. The impact of this theory 

then touching into structural functionalism as those in power remain in power, in this case, those 

who possess human rights will mostly recognize the costs as the benefits do not apply to them. 

This human choice, then leading to conflict. 

 The theories applied to the concept of conflict in the progress of human rights, support an 

ideology that conflict is inevitable. A change in the social order and a revision to the status quo 

must become a result from conflict from a human rights perspective. As stated in the definition 

of a “human right”, the role of conflict does belong justifiably to every person. The role of 

conflict being different for everyone, and being used in differing ways. Conflict can be both a 

causation, as well as used as a tactic in the alleviation for the “unworthy” individuals affected 

within human rights advocacy. These tactics most commonly seen in the form of protests, 

petitions, and grass-roots community action. Conflict inevitably plays a significant part in the 

strength, advocation, empowerment, and self-determination of human rights movements, and 

will continue to reset the boundaries of our ever-changing society. 


