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A right is always contrasted with and discussed in relation to the notion of privilege which is the easier of 
the two to understand and define. 
 
PRIVILEGE – The permission to do, be, or have something specific which permission can be granted to 
and subsequently withdrawn from one party/agency by another granting party/agency which also has the 
ability to prevent the privileged party from exercising the permission.  Privileges can be granted and with-
drawn by individuals, institutions, and states. 
 
We think of a right as being a permission that is in some sense of a higher order.  A right is always publi-
cized and formalized in some permanent and accessible legal code.  To dispel any early fuzzy thinking, it is 
clear that rights are also held by individuals and agencies at the pleasure of a higher granting agency.  For 
example we don’t think of a right as being granted by one individual to another.  Although rights may also 
be withdrawn/suspended by the granting agency, such withdrawal is always a serious step that must be 
sanctioned by some code in law or through specific due process or widely known tradition.  Rights issue 
from an agency that in some way represents the collective will of a society, therefore the agency is almost 
always a duly established representative government having a description of such rights in its constituting 
documents.  This makes it clear that permissions issued by autocrats and autocracies are always privileges. 
 
We also recognize that rights do not necessarily travel with the so-favored individual.  A right stops at the 
border of the domain under the control of the granting agency (a right in America may not be a right in 
Saudi Arabia and vice versa).  If the underlying permission does ‘have legs’, then it is only through an 
agreement (e.g. treaty) between the two involved controlling agencies, and to the extent that the permission 
may be easily withdrawn, on ‘foreign soil’ the right always reverts to a privilege. 
 
Certain special rights (e.g. “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”) are sometimes advertised as being 
inalienable – that is, deriving from a source even higher than the agency granting a broader collection of 
rights to individuals which includes such inalienable rights.  This is a declaration by the agency’s members 
(e.g. citizens of a country) that if the agency’s minions attempt to withdraw such rights, then the agency 
and/or minions become outlaws and the members may legally or, indeed, morally be required to abolish it 
and reconstitute a new agency that honors such inalienable rights.  (Operationally this amounts to making a 
distinction between a ‘legal revolution’ and an ‘illegal revolution’.  But we know that all successful revolu-
tions are legal and all unsuccessful revolutions are deemed illegal insurrections and dealt with accordingly.)  
 
Finally, the permission represented by a right must be enabled by the granting agency to its right holders.  
The granting agency must actively expend resources to ensure that the underlying permissions of a right are 
made possible throughout its domain.  As a collective, the agency cannot be indifferent to one of its sub-
groups of members denying another subgroup or individual the exercise of a right without going through a 
due process specified in the agency’s social code (law, tradition).  This is the key distinguishing feature 
between right and privilege – one who grants another a privilege is under no moral or legal imperative to 
assure that the so privileged can or is able to enjoy the underlying permission. 
 
Searching for the prime distinctions from the foregoing in order to render a succinct definition, we under-
stand that 1) the grantor of a right must be a collectively founded agency with an established and widely 
accessible social code, and 2) the granting agency must commit itself to and actually carry out the enforce-
ment of the rights that it grants its individual members.  With this preamble we offer the following. 
 
A RIGHT is a codified permission to do, be, or have that is granted by an agency to its member individu-
als/agencies who have formed and maintain the granting agency to carry out their collective will in a man-
ner that requires the granting agency to expend all necessary resources to insure that such granted rights are 
enjoyed uniformly by all franchised members. 
 
Corollary: To the extent that the agency is not able to insure the universal enjoyment of a right, such right 
does not exist and remains only as the frustrated hope of the denied. 
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Using different words we can summarize the main points of the following operational definitions: 
 
PRIVILEGE – 

1. is a permission to do, be, or have that does not have to formally codified; 
2. is granted by party/agency that can legally prevent the exercise of the permission. 
3. is intended to be granted and withdrawn with minimal or no due process; and 
4. grantor has no obligation to enable exercise of permission; 

 
RIGHT – 

1. is a codified permission to do, be, or have; 
2. is granted by an agency that can legally enable and prevent the exercise of the permission; 
3. is granted to specified agency members to carry out an expression of collective will; 
4. is intended to be permanent and granted equally to all specified members; and  
5. grantor has obligation to expend and does expend all required resources to enable exercise of 

permission within its jurisdiction.  
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