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ABSTRACT

Social rights are widely viewed as a species of ‘positive rights’,
namely rights that impose ‘positive obligations’ on the state and other
people, demanding that they act in certain ways for the right-holders.
According to some contemporary critics of social rights, ‘positive rights’
should not be enforced by the state and treated as a matter of justice.
Being positive, social rights are said to be problematic in the following
ways: they are inevitably asserted to scarce goods and therefore do not
possess the property of compossibility; they are highly indeterminate and
not easily ascertainable; they cannot claim the property of universality;
they do not entail correlative obligations; their realization necessitates a
redistribution of resources that violates rights of legitimate property-
holders; and they involve an erroneous conception of justice. This article
shows that none of these arguments has any significant force. The dis-
tinction between negative and positive rights is one thing; whether social
rights ought to be protected by the state is quite another. The former has
to do with different occasions for performance, not issues of moral
importance.
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