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ABSTRACT: 

Moving from exhortation to action in using human rights to advance health and social justice 
calls for understanding how we got here. On the one hand, normative and institutional evolution 
has been extraordinary in health rights and has advanced efforts to curb traditional forms of 
tyranny and discrimination, as well as create new discourses of equality, the purposes of the 
welfare state and the boundaries of inclusive democracies. Many advances have been forged in 
women’s health rights and sexual and reproductive health and rights, which have expanded 
understandings of rights and the liberal state, the porousness of the border between the public 
and private spheres, and how societal power structures influence health for everyone. On the 
other hand, the global embrace of neoliberalism has encoded a series of market-oriented 
reforms designed to reduce the state influence in the economy. We see the effects of ever-
deepening inequality within and between countries; the hollowing out of safety nets and social 
institutions, including health systems; the increasing gap in life chances and choices between 
waged laborers and the masters of capital markets; and the failures of public and multilateral 
institutions to address global crises such as conflict, forced displacement, and climate 
change—with ensuing effects on population health. Looking forward, unlocking the 
transformative potential of human rights in promoting health justice calls for changes to 
national laws that structure markets and international agreements that define sovereign 
governments’ capacities to shape and regulate markets that relate to both health care and 
social determinants. 
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