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Introduction
Knowledge is a practical condition for human agency because people need information and education
to understand choices, protect health, participate in public life, pursue work, and challenge unfair
treatment. International human-rights law does not create an unlimited right to every piece of
information, technology, or service without cost. It does recognize rights closely connected with
knowledge, including education, freedom to seek and receive information and ideas, equality without
discrimination, and participation in cultural life and scientific progress. Article 26 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights addresses education, while Article 27 protects participation in cultural
life and the benefits of scientific advancement (United Nations, 1948). These rights operate alongside
privacy, safety, confidentiality, and the moral and material interests of creators, so access always
requires context. Equal access also means more than making the same formal offer to everyone.
Disability, poverty, language, geography, gender, conflict, discrimination, and digital infrastructure
can determine whether a nominal opportunity is usable. A rights-based approach therefore examines
both legal recognition and the real conditions necessary for meaningful participation, consistent with
capability-based accounts of freedom (Sen, 1999).

Education, Equality, and the Difference Between
Formal and Substantive Access
The right to education is developed further in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, which addresses progressively accessible primary, secondary, technical, vocational,
and higher education (United Nations, 1966). Enrollment alone does not establish equality. Students
can be formally admitted while facing unsafe buildings, inaccessible materials, hunger, unqualified
teachers, discriminatory discipline, language barriers, unavailable transportation, or unaffordable
digital access. Substantive equality asks whether different starting conditions require reasonable
measures so people can participate effectively. A staircase offered to everyone on identical terms is
not equal access for a wheelchair user when no accessible route exists. Disability accommodation,
language support, targeted scholarships, school meals, accessible technology, and outreach can
therefore support equality without implying that recipients possess lesser ability. Historical racial
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segregation in U.S. education illustrates the same distinction: removing an explicit legal barrier was
essential, but unequal resources and residential patterns could continue to shape educational
opportunity. Human rights protect persons as equal participants, so policy should measure learning,
completion, safety, and accessibility rather than assume that a formally open door creates an equal
educational experience.

Expression, Public Information, Science, and
Health Knowledge
Freedom of expression includes the ability to seek, receive, and impart information and ideas,
supporting journalism, research, education, artistic work, political criticism, and ordinary
communication. Access to public records can help citizens understand laws, budgets, environmental
risks, and government decisions, although legitimate restrictions may protect privacy, security, or
confidential investigations when they are lawful and proportionate. Human-rights instruments also
recognize participation in culture and enjoyment of the benefits of scientific progress, connecting
knowledge rights with medicine, technology, libraries, research, and cultural heritage. Health
information shows why accessibility matters. Informed consent is not merely a signature; patients
need understandable explanations of diagnosis, treatment, risks, alternatives, and uncertainty in a
language and format they can use. During epidemics or disasters, authorities should communicate
what is known, what remains uncertain, and why recommendations change rather than hiding risk or
presenting temporary guidance as permanent certainty. Information must reach people without
reliable internet, migrants, disabled people, and minority-language communities. Equal access
therefore requires multiple communication channels and institutional responsibility for comprehension
rather than simply posting technical documents online.

Digital Access, Media Literacy, and the Power to
Evaluate Information
Internet access increasingly affects education, employment, healthcare, banking, government
services, and public debate, but the digital divide is wider than connectivity alone. Device quality,
affordability, technical support, accessibility, privacy, digital skills, and the ability to evaluate
information all determine whether a connection creates meaningful opportunity. Giving a student a
device without reliable broadband or assistance does not close the gap. At the same time, more
information does not automatically produce more knowledge. Search engines, social platforms,
advertisers, and recommendation systems shape which material users encounter, while
misinformation can imitate professional journalism or scientific authority. Media literacy should
therefore teach methods rather than approved opinions: identify authorship, publication date,
evidence, funding, uncertainty, conflicts of interest, and the difference among reporting, analysis,
advertising, satire, and fabrication. It should also help people revise conclusions when better evidence
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appears. Civic education can similarly teach rights and responsibilities without demanding loyalty to a
particular political party. Access becomes empowering when people possess both the material tools to
obtain information and the intellectual tools to evaluate it critically.

Disability, Indigenous Knowledge, Conflict, and
Competing Rights
Knowledge rights require attention to people and communities whose information has historically
been excluded, inaccessible, or extracted without consent. The Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities supports equal access to education and information through formats such as
captions, Braille, screen-reader compatibility, sign-language interpretation, easy-read materials, audio
description, and alternative communication (United Nations, 2006). Indigenous peoples raise a
different access question because openness is not always the ethical goal. Communities may hold
sacred, confidential, ecological, linguistic, or medicinal knowledge whose sharing requires collective
consent; the right to knowledge includes protection against unauthorized extraction. Conflict and
displacement can destroy schools, records, libraries, and independent journalism, making education
and trustworthy information especially urgent for refugees and civilians. Access can also conflict with
privacy, intellectual property, medical confidentiality, and genuine security needs. Restrictions are not
automatically violations, but they should be specific, lawful, and accountable rather than convenient
shields against embarrassment. A fair knowledge system therefore balances openness with consent,
attribution, confidentiality, safety, and protection of people whose information could expose them to
harm.

Conclusion
Knowledge and equal access are central to human rights because legal freedom has limited practical
value when people cannot understand institutions, obtain education, communicate, evaluate
evidence, or participate in scientific and cultural life. International law protects education, expression,
equality, disability access, and participation in culture and science, but those guarantees require
more than formal declarations. Affordable infrastructure, accessible formats, language support,
academic freedom, trustworthy public communication, libraries, open educational resources, and
protection from discrimination help convert rights into usable capabilities. Open-science principles
likewise emphasize wider access to scientific knowledge while recognizing legitimate ethical, legal,
and security constraints (UNESCO, 2023). Equal access does not mean that every resource must be
public or free without limitation. Privacy, intellectual property, confidentiality, community control of
Indigenous knowledge, and legitimate security interests also deserve protection. The governing
principle is accountable balance: restrictions should be justified, proportionate, and transparent, while
barriers created by poverty, disability, discrimination, or exclusion should be addressed deliberately.
A society that treats knowledge as a source of human agency must care not only about how much
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information exists, but about who can reach it, understand it, challenge it, contribute to it, and use it
without surrendering dignity or safety.
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