
Right to Human Dignity under Article  

21 of the Constitution of India: A Judicial Perspective 

 

Author Name: Avadhut Deepak Tareja 

Affiliation: Ph.D. Scholar, Law 

Dr. K.N. Modi University, Newai, Rajasthan 

Email: atareja@gmail.com 

Paper Presented at: International Conference on [Transformative Ideas for a Digital & Sustainable 

World: Research to Reform – Building Smart India] 

Organized by: [Vedanta College, Mumbai] 

Date: [25 April 2026] 

Venue: [Online] 

Abstract 

The concept of human dignity lies at the core of constitutional morality and democratic 

governance. In India, although the Constitution does not explicitly define “dignity,” the 

judiciary has progressively interpreted Article 21 to include the right to live with dignity as an 

essential component of the right to life and personal liberty. This paper critically examines the 

judicial evolution of the right to human dignity in India. It analyzes landmark judgments, 

explores the philosophical foundations of dignity, and evaluates the role of the judiciary in 

expanding its scope. The study also highlights emerging dimensions such as privacy, gender 

identity, and socio-economic rights, offering a fresh perspective on how dignity is being 

redefined in contemporary constitutional discourse. 

1. Introduction 

Human dignity is an inherent and inalienable right of every individual. It forms the 

foundation of all human rights and is essential for the development of a just and equitable 

society. In the Indian constitutional framework, dignity is not explicitly mentioned as a 

standalone right but is deeply embedded within the spirit of fundamental rights, particularly 

Article 21. 



Article 21 guarantees the right to life and personal liberty, stating that no person shall 

be deprived of these rights except according to the procedure established by law. Over time, 

the judiciary has interpreted this provision in a broad and dynamic manner, transforming it into 

a source of numerous derivative rights, including the right to live with dignity. 

This paper aims to examine how the Indian judiciary has interpreted and expanded the 

concept of human dignity under Article 21. It also attempts to provide a critical analysis of 

judicial activism and its implications for constitutional governance. 

2. Philosophical Foundations of Human Dignity 

The idea of human dignity is rooted in moral and philosophical thought. Thinkers like 

Immanuel Kant emphasized that human beings should always be treated as ends in themselves 

and never merely as means. This principle underlines the intrinsic worth of every individual. 

In the Indian context, dignity is closely linked with the concepts of equality, justice, and 

freedom. It reflects the idea that every individual deserves respect and the opportunity to live 

a meaningful life. The Constitution, through its Preamble and fundamental rights, seeks to 

uphold these values. 

Thus, dignity is not merely a legal concept but a moral imperative that guides the interpretation 

of laws and policies. 

3. Judicial Interpretation of Dignity under Article 21 

The Indian judiciary has played a crucial role in recognizing and expanding the right to dignity. 

Initially, Article 21 was interpreted narrowly, but over time, the courts adopted a more liberal 

approach. 

3.1 Early Interpretation 

In the early years, the judiciary followed a restrictive interpretation of Article 21, focusing 

primarily on procedural aspects. However, this approach changed significantly in later years. 

3.2 Expansion through Judicial Activism 

The landmark transformation occurred when the judiciary began to interpret the right to life as 

more than mere animal existence. It was held that life includes the right to live with human 

dignity and all that goes along with it. 



The courts have since recognized various rights as part of dignity, including: 

* Right to livelihood 

* Right to health 

* Right to education 

* Right to clean environment 

3.3 Dignity and Privacy 

 

One of the most significant developments in recent years is the recognition of privacy as a 

fundamental right. The judiciary emphasized that privacy is essential for maintaining personal 

dignity, autonomy, and individuality. 

3.4 Dignity and Gender Identity 

The courts have also acknowledged the dignity of marginalized communities, particularly 

transgender individuals. By recognizing their right to self-identification, the judiciary 

reinforced the idea that dignity includes the freedom to express one’s identity. 

4. Emerging Dimensions of Human Dignity 

The concept of dignity is continuously evolving. In contemporary times, several new 

dimensions have emerged: 

4.1 Digital Dignity 

With the rise of technology, issues such as data protection and online privacy have become 

crucial. The misuse of personal data can directly impact an individual’s dignity. 

4.2 Socio-Economic Dignity 

Dignity is closely linked with socio-economic conditions. Poverty, unemployment, and lack of 

basic amenities can undermine a person’s ability to live with dignity. The judiciary has 

increasingly recognized these aspects. 

4.3 Environmental Dignity 



A clean and healthy environment is essential for a dignified life. The courts have expanded 

Article 21 to include environmental protection as a component of dignity. 

 

 

5. Critical Analysis 

While the judiciary has played a progressive role in expanding the scope of dignity, certain 

concerns need to be addressed: 

5.1 Judicial Overreach 

Some critics argue that the judiciary has gone beyond its constitutional mandate by creating 

new rights. This raises questions about the separation of powers. 

5.2 Implementation Challenges 

Despite judicial recognition, the actual realization of dignity remains a challenge due to socio-

economic inequalities and administrative inefficiencies. 

5.3 Need for Legislative Support 

Judicial decisions alone are not sufficient. There is a need for comprehensive legislation and 

effective policies to ensure the protection of dignity. 

6. Suggestions and Way Forward 

To strengthen the right to human dignity, the following measures are suggested: 

 

* Enactment of clear laws protecting dignity in various contexts 

* Greater awareness among citizens about their rights 

* Strengthening institutional mechanisms for enforcement 

* Inclusion of dignity as a guiding principle in policymaking 

 



7. Conclusion 

The right to human dignity has emerged as a cornerstone of constitutional jurisprudence in 

India. Through its dynamic interpretation of Article 21, the judiciary has transformed the right 

to life into a comprehensive guarantee of a dignified existence. 

However, the journey is far from complete. Ensuring dignity for all requires not only judicial 

innovation but also legislative action and societal commitment. As India continues to evolve 

as a democratic nation, the protection of human dignity must remain at the forefront of its 

constitutional vision. 
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