SUTLET-Jowndl of Literature, Seiences ard Develypment Studes ISSN: 2455-0760

Volume No: 1, Issue No: 1, Year: 2026 (January-June) Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8)
PP: 72-76 Journal Website: www. sutlejgcrjournal.in

RIGHT TO LIFE: ACOMPREHENSIVE STUDY WITH SPECIAL
REFERENCE TO INDIA

Neeru Chopra
Department of Political Science, Government College, Ropar

ABSTRACT

The Right to Life is considered the most basic and essential of all human rights, as it forms
the foundation on which all other rights depend. Without this right, the existence of any legal
or social system becomes meaningless. However, the idea of “life” is not limited to mere
physical survival; it also includes the right to live with dignity, security, and basic human
conditions.

This research paper attempts to examine the concept of the Right to Life in detail, especially
in the Indian context. It focuses on its constitutional basis under Article 21, its gradual
expansion through judicial interpretation, and its relevance in present-day society. The paper
also discusses important landmark judgments that have widened the scope of this right over
time [1].

At the same time, the paper looks into some current challenges such as environmental issues,
privacy concerns, and inequality, which directly affect the quality of life. It can be observed
that while the legal framework in India is quite strong, practical implementation still faces
several difficulties.

1. INTRODUCTION

The Right to Life is universally recognized as one of the most fundamental human rights. It
is essential for the existence of individuals as well as society. Without the protection of life,
no other rights or freedoms can be enjoyed in a meaningful way.

In India, this right is guaranteed under Article 21 of the Constitution, which states that no
person shall be deprived of life or personal liberty except according to the procedure
established by law [2]. At first glance, this provision appears simple, but over time its
interpretation has become much broader.

Initially, courts interpreted Article 21 in a very limited way, focusing mainly on physical
survival. However, with changing social conditions and judicial thinking, the meaning of
“life” has expanded to include dignity, livelihood, health, environment, and even privacy.
This clearly shows how constitutional provisions evolve with time and societal needs.

2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The idea of the Right to Life did not develop overnight; it has a long historical background.
Early legal documents like the Magna Carta played an important role in limiting the powers
of the state and protecting individual rights.

In the modern era, the Right to Life received global recognition through the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which clearly states that every person has the right to
life, liberty, and security [3]. These principles influenced many democratic constitutions,
including that of India.
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While framing the Indian Constitution, the makers were influenced by such global ideas but
also adapted them according to Indian conditions. As a result, the Right to Life in India
reflects both international values and local realities.

3. CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK IN INDIA
3.1 Article 21 And Its Scope

Article 21 is often considered the heart of Fundamental Rights in India. It provides
protection against arbitrary actions of the state and ensures that no person is deprived of life
or personal liberty without proper legal procedure.

Initially, the courts followed a narrow interpretation, meaning that as long as a law existed,
deprivation was allowed. However, this approach changed significantly after the landmark
judgment in Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India, where the Supreme Court held that the
procedure must be fair, just, and reasonable, not arbitrary [1].

This decision marked a turning point and opened the door for expanding the scope of Article
21.

3.2 The Golden Triangle

The Right to Life does not exist in isolation. It is closely connected with:
e Atrticle 14 (Right to Equality)
e Atrticle 19 (Right to Freedom)

Together, these three articles form what is often called the “Golden Triangle” of the
Constitution [4].

This connection ensures that laws affecting life and liberty must not only follow procedure
but must also be fair and non-discriminatory. In simple terms, it strengthens the protection of
individual rights.

4. JUDICIAL INTERPRETATION AND EXPANSION

One of the most interesting aspects of Article 21 is how the judiciary has expanded its
meaning over time through various judgments.

e Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India

The Court stated that any law affecting life must be fair and reasonable, not arbitrary
[1]. @ Francis Coralie Mullin Case

The Court recognized that the right to life includes the right to live with dignity, not
just physical survival.

e Olga Tellis v. Bombay Municipal Corporation

The Court held that the right to livelihood is a part of the Right to Life because
without livelihood, survival becomes difficult [5].

e Justice K.S. Puttaswamy v. Union of India This judgment recognized the right to
privacy as a fundamental right under Article 21.

Through these cases, it can be clearly seen that the judiciary has played a major role in
making Article 21 more meaningful and practical.
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5. COMPONENTS OF THE RIGHT TO LIFE
5.1 Right to Live with Dignity

The Supreme Court has repeatedly stated that life is not just about survival but about living
with dignity, respect, and basic human conditions.

5.2 Right to Livelihood

Without a means of earning, it becomes difficult to sustain life. That is why the Court linked
livelihood with Article 21.

5.3 Right to Health

Good health is essential for a meaningful life. The government is expected to provide
healthcare facilities and ensure public health.

5.4 Right to Clean Environment

A polluted environment directly affects human life. Courts have recognized that a clean and
healthy environment is part of the Right to Life.

5.5 Right to Education

Education helps individuals understand their rights and improve their quality of life. It has
been recognized as an essential component.

5.6 Right to Privacy

Privacy protects personal freedom and autonomy. With increasing technology, this right has
become even more important.

6. INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

The Right to Life is not limited to India; it is recognized globally. Important international
frameworks include:

e Universal Declaration of Human Rights
e International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)
These frameworks create obligations for governments to protect human life and dignity [3].

India, being a part of the international community, follows many of these principles while
framing its laws and policies.

7. CONTEMPORARY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES

Even though the Right to Life is well established, several issues continue to challenge its
implementation.

Death Penalty

There is an ongoing debate about whether capital punishment violates the Right to Life. In
India, it is allowed only in the “rarest of rare” cases.

Euthanasia

The Supreme Court has allowed passive euthanasia under certain conditions, which raises
ethical questions about the “Right to Die.”

Environmental Degradation
Pollution and climate change are serious threats to life and health.
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Custodial Violence

Cases of police brutality and custodial deaths clearly violate fundamental rights.

Poverty and Inequality

Lack of basic needs such as food, shelter, and healthcare affects the quality of life.

Digital Surveillance

With increased use of technology, concerns about privacy and personal liberty are growing

[4]
8. ROLE OF JUDICIARY AND GOVERNMENT

The judiciary in India has been very active in protecting the Right to Life, especially through
Public Interest Litigations (PILS). It has expanded the meaning of Article 21 to cover various
aspects of life.

At the same time, the government is responsible for implementing policies related to:
e Health
e Education
e Employment
e Environment

However, in many cases, there is a gap between policy and actual implementation. This
remains a major concern.

9. ANALYSIS
The Right to Life in India has developed into a

broad and dynamic concept. It is no longer limited to survival but includes several aspects of
human existence.

Judicial activism has played a significant role in this expansion. However, challenges such
as inequality, lack of resources, and environmental issues continue to affect its proper
implementation.

There is a need for better awareness, accountability, and effective policy execution to ensure
that this right is fully realized.

CONCLUSION

The Right to Life is the foundation of all other rights. It ensures not only survival but also
dignity, equality, and freedom. In India, Article 21 has evolved into a powerful tool for
protecting human rights.

Despite significant progress, several challenges still exist. Continuous efforts from both the
government and judiciary are necessary to ensure that every individual can live a dignified
and meaningful life.
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