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Abstract

Human Rights is becoming a very significant concept in the contemporary world.
At the same time its use and misuse is also a much contested area. Theoretical,
political and juridical pronouncements on the subject are as diverse as are the
countries in the world. In the event, the Human Rights education becomes a tricky
subject. Various agencies, organizations and individuals interpret the very concept
of Human Rights in hugely different ways, frequently contradicting each other.
On the other hand their uses for covert and overt purposes in the international
arena generate heated polemics. Therefore, we in India have to be careful while
imparting Human Rights education through various channels and to a range of
target groups. This essay tries to underline some of the essential issues in this
regard. If the conceptual differences, political overtones and activist agenda are
not carefully taken into account, the Human Rights education cannot serve a
positive purpose in this country. Our teachers and educationists must care for all
the nuances and should not be carried away by any one or other declaration on
the subject.

*Lecturer, DERPP, NCERT, New Delhi.

It has been said that the democracy is based on the rights of man; it has been replied
that it should rather take its stand on the duties of man; but both rights and duties are
European ideas. Dharma is the Indian conception in which rights and duties lose the
artificial antagonism created by a view of the world which makes selfishness the root of
action, and regain their deep and eternal unity. Dharma is the basis of democracy which
Asia must recognise, for in this lies the distinction between the soul of Asia and the
soul of Europe.

—Sri Aurobindo

It is time in the West to defend not so much human rights as human obligations.

—Alexander Solzhenitsyn
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Human right is an oft repeated phrase
these days.  However, its intent and
objectives are widely different for different
people. Words and deeds of many
activists here and abroad,  demands of
various NGOs, their political
orientations, a systematic selection or
exclusion of issues, their sources of
financial support and inspirations – all
these present a complex gamut of
problems. Validating all kind of demands
and posturing under an umbrella
concept of human rights sometimes
become a contradictory exercise. It would
be in order, therefore, to first consider
some pertinent points related to the
concept of human rights.

(a) Every introductory discourse on
human rights invariably mentions that
the concept has been largely derived from
the ‘The Declaration of Independence’
(USA, 1776) and the ‘Declaration of the
Rights of Man and Citizen’ (France,
1789). After these customarily comes the
United Nations Declaration of Human
Rights (1948). Thus, almost all academic
presentations on human rights
underline the experiences, expositions
and even the verbiage of the Euro-
American history and agencies.

(b)  The slogan of human rights came to
acquire more prominence much after the
Second World War, i.e. in the post-
colonial era. It is surprising, therefore,
that when dozens of Asian, African and
Arab countries were under the colonial
yoke – the same Western scholarship did
never call human rights as a universal
noble right. This was despite the fact that
the aforementioned celebrated
documents were already there for a long
time. Hence pointing to those documents

as the source of human rights concept is
a post-colonial wisdom, and not quite
innocent. After all, one may ask: why so
much concern for the human rights of
those very human beings after they
became free from the colonial rule of the
Western masters? Is the concern
genuine, or is it a new variant of the
proverbial ‘white man’s burden’? The
great historian Arnold Toynbee had
rightly underlined the point by asking the
West: “What entitles its culture, its
science, its social organisation, finally its
rationality itself, to be able to claim
universal reality? Was this not a mirage
associated with economic domination
and political hegemony?”

(c) The concept of ‘human’ as well as
‘rights’ do not have any universal
meaning. At least three major and
fundamentally different formulations
exist in the world. They are:  the Western-
Christian, the Arab-Islamic and the
Indian-Hindu. Any standard discourse in
these three thought currents proves it
beyond doubt that each of them has
fundamentally different notions of
human beings, human society, etc.
Therefore, it is not correct to pronounce
some ‘universal’ human rights without
first arriving at a genuine consensus
with clear-cut meaning of the term.

(d)  Though there are some valuable ideas
generated in the historical development
of the Euro-American democracies, it is
still imperative to note that the
experience of a Western observer may not
tally with that of countries that are
culturally and philosophically very
different such as India or Japan. One has
only to consult the classic writings of
Lenin, Sri Aurobindo, Winston Churchill



Some Problems of Human Rights Education 141

and Ayatollah Khomeini, and it will be
apparent at once that the very
understanding of what a human
constitutes and concepts like liberty,
equality, democracy, progress,
happiness, rights, duties, etc. has never
been one and the same for different
people. For instance, Sri Aurobindo says:

This was the weakness of
European democracy and the
source of its failure. It took its
motive the rights of man and not
the dharma of humanity; it
appealed to the selfishness of the
lower classes against the pride of
the upper; it made hatred and
internecine war the permanent
allies of Christian ideals and
wrought an inexplicable
confusion which is the modern
malady of Europe.1

With this profound view a comparison
of those Western documents would reveal
the fundamental difference on the whole
issue. Then, one may ask, why force a
particular, uniform meaning, citing the
US, UN or other Western documents, on
all people of the world? Especially on the
young and innocent students of Asian
nations who habitually trust their elders
on points of knowledge?

(e)  In a sense, the insistence to project
something as ‘universal’ human rights
is an extension of the Western dogmas.
The well known British political scientist
Ernest Barker has noted that the genesis
of the humanitarian movement in the
West was a fervent conviction “that the
benefits of the Gospel belonged to all and
must be extended to all …whoever
needed the comfort of recognition of his

common humanity and his common
human rights.”2  It must not be glossed
over that a similar evangelical sense
pervades in those human rights
organisations guided by Church
missionary establishments. And they are
numerous and well-connected in our
country. So it should be recognised that
by human rights they don’t always mean
what common educated Indian might
assume. For a large section of
international human rights
organisations the universalism is the
Church concept of universalism which
has one closed concept of God, one
dogmatic designation of the deity, one
fixed form of faith, one regimented mode
of worship, one rigid moral conduct, and
one straight-jacket of culture.
Accordingly the universalism of the
prevalent view of human rights, too, is a
dogma insisting on a Western-Christian
notion of man and, therefore, equally
counterfeit.

(f)  Not only the dogmatic insistence is a
forged universalism, but also this
persistence on forcible uniformity,
whether in religion (‘Only True God’) or
in human rights, reflects an imperialist
mindset that has been the root cause of
civilizational violence for centuries. Even
Western scholars are now coming to
realise that the monotheistic creeds are
the source of intolerance and violence.
In a very perceptive article Jean-Pierre
Lehmann has clearly held monotheism
responsible for intolerance, violence,
hostility and wars3 . Professor Lehmann
is a Professor of Political Economy at the
International Institute of Management
Development in Switzerland and the
head of Evans Group, a global think tank
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composed of government, industry and
opinion leaders from Asia, Europe and
the US. His is not an isolated perception.
Andrew Sullivan, the former editor of The
New Republic and currently a regular
contributor to the New York Times, has
also underlined it. He says, “It seems as
if there is something inherent in religious
monotheism that lends itself to terrorist
temptation.”4  Taking yet another
example, the widely respected Time
magazine published a readers discussion
on ‘Christianity, Islam and the Pope’. In
this discussion the Time gave the most
prominent place to this view:
“Monotheistic religions that lay claim to
the one and the only possible truth are
doomed by their very nature to end up
in conflict”5 . The very selection and the
distinction given to it shows that the view
is gaining ground in the Western
discourse as well. With such perceptions
it is inescapable to conclude that an
insistence on a particular, Western-
Christian understanding of human
rights is another variation of the same
monotheism. Thus, the Western notion
of human rights, in as much as it is
bandied as a universal remedy for many
ills, is itself a source of intolerance for a
large section of humanity. This must be
taken into account if one is sincere about
the rights of the human.

(g)   To better appreciate the issue it would
help to compare the Western-Christian
concept with the Indian-Hindu concept
of a human being. As Sri Aurobindo
rightly observed:

There are very different
conceptions possible of man and
his life, of the nation and its life
and of humanity and the life of

the human race…. Man has not
been seen by the thought of India
as a living body developed by
physical Nature which has
evolved certain vital propensities,
an ego, a mind and a reason, an
animal of the genus homo and in
our case of the species homo
indicus, whose whole life and
education must be turned
towards a satisfaction of these
propensities under the
government of a trained mind and
reason and for the best advantage
of the personal and the national
ego. … India has seen always in
man the individual a soul, a
portion of the Divinity enwrapped
in mind and body, a conscious
manifestation in Nature of the
universal self and spirit.6

In fact, Sri Aurobindo was only
reiterating the classical Hindu thought.
The earliest definition of human being
in Hindu tradition is to be found in
Upanishads. The rishis who by employing
yogic methods reached the farthest
frontiers of the inner in human being
arrived at the conclusion that human
being have five faculties or sheaths (dks"k),
one within the other. These they
enumerated as follows:  (i) human body
or the physical sheath (vUue; dks"k),
(ii) human desires and drives, or the vital
sheath (izk.ke; dks"k), (iii) human sense

perceptions or the mental (eukse; dks"k),
(iv) human intellection and intuition at
their highest and most universal or the
spiritual sheath (foKkue; dks"k), and, (v)
human self-delight or the blissful sheath
(vkuane; dks"k).
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Thus, a wise reflection on the Indian
dharmic concept of human beings is of
immense worth to evaluate the
universalistic claims of the Western
human rights discourse. The sense of
human there does not go much beyond
the first three sheaths and,
consequently, limits a human being little
more than an eating and procreating
animal, even if a rational one. In
common parlance, too, a human being
in the current Western outlook is
basically a free consumer and a tax-
payer7 . How can, then, it be accepted as
the ‘universal’ viewpoint except by using
propaganda and force?

(h) Apart from the fundamental
philosophical difference on the concept
of a human being, one should not
underestimate the fact that the concept
of human rights has been greatly
different for the erstwhile USSR, South
Africa during its apartheid, Saudi Arab
and Algeria etc.8  China today insists that
the human rights issue is nothing but a
stick in the hands of powerful Western
agencies to threaten certain countries
and make them subservient. Therefore,
enforcing in our country a Western pro
forma human rights discourse in
education is both arbitrary and harmful.
One must include the non-Western views
on the issue to make the discourse
meaningful. Refusing to do so will only
prove the charge that the ‘universalism’
is forced and phony.

(i)  For a balanced, comprehensive and
meaningful understanding of what is
‘human’ and all concepts related to
human society it is essential to study the
views of at least the contemporary great
Indians such as Swami Vivekananda,

Sri Aurobindo, Mahatma Gandhi and
Dr Ambedkar, if not the classic
philosophies available in the Upnishads
and Mahabharata, for instance. In the
Indian context there is no escaping from
such a most valuable corpus of
knowledge and understanding. If human
rights organisations and activists in
India are reluctant to study Sri
Aurobindo or Gandhi as essential texts
in order to understand human issues,
they must answer: what they fear?

(j) In hectoring discourses on human
rights in India a particular community
is targeted for abuse or insensitivity to
human rights. For instance, some
‘untouchability’ is always bandied, in
almost every paper or seminar or
educational programme, as an, nay the
example of human rights issue.
Untouchability is also directly or
indirectly mentioned as a part of
standard Hindu religious practice which
is, of course, a concoction.  But that is
beside the point. The point is that
nowhere in the human rights discussion
the practice of ‘triple talak ’ as a
sanctioned and vigourously defended
Islamic practice is mentioned as against
human rights. Even while flaunting
‘women rights’ no human rights activist
or institution ever bring up the recurring
plight of Muslim women by all kind of
mediaeval, barbaric practices not limited
to triple talaq9 but including many others
like Muta’h10  (temporary marriage),
infibulations (aka FGC, FGM)11 , forcible
veil-wearing etc. Various fatwas12  of
Ulema and its actual implementation on
several hapless Indian Muslim women
have made tragic stories in media. But
no human rights activist seemed even
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to take note of it. Similarly, the treatment
of kafirs (non-Muslims) in standard
Islamic theory and practices are nowhere
criticised as an abuse. In stark
contrast to all this, despite being stray
incidents of dalit maltreatment — that
too not at all sanctioned or approved by
the Hindu society — a war cry is being
tried by some missionary organisations
‘to liberate 160 million dalits’ as a part of
human rights movement. This selective
badgering of the Hindu community and
forcing it into a guilt sense is not fair.
Why this discriminatory targeting and
selective silence? Are some communities,
to recall George Orwell, more humans
than humans? Or is it something entirely
else being tried under the garb of human
rights education in India?

(k) There have been well-recorded
reports, complaints and repercussions of
missionary activities in India. The Niyogi
Committees’ detailed report (1956), the
Wadhwa Commission report after the
killing of the Australian missionary
Graham Stains (1999) and various news
appearing every year in India about
fraudulent activities in mass conversions
in tribal and distant, hidden areas are
for everyone to see. Still the notorious
practices by whom Mao called ‘spiritual
aggressors’, of buying some poor or
innocent man’s faith by muscular and
unethical ‘rice bowl’ methods is never
taken up as a gross human right abuse.
Why? Please note: no one has ever
challenged the facts and findings of
the Commissions about the fraud
being committed by missionary
organisations13 . After every natural
calamity like earthquake, tsunami and
war-devastation news appears of

international missionary organisations
eager to help the victims with the clear
intent of ‘harvesting souls’. The
concerned organisations, too, never deny
it, they only try to bury it under silence.
So, why the fraudulent, unethical
practices upon simple human beings are
not taken up as human rights abuse in
any human rights discourse?

(l) In all human rights documents,
papers, memoranda, seminar only the
state is presented as violators of human
rights. Consequently all remedies,
safeguards, solutions are addressed to
it. In India, most human rights violations,
tortures, killings and other atrocities on
human beings are done by criminals,
fundamentalists and terrorists.
Therefore, no rationale can be found for
the silence of the human rights activists
over such huge number of violations as
if the victims of non-state aggressors are
less worthy humans! Besides, a
democratic state such as India is subject
to every type of control by people and
institutions. To present a democratic
state as the ‘other’ and an adversary
does not indicate a healthy attitude on
the part of human rights activists.

(m) The issues of rights and duties,
particularly in the global context, do have
political connotations often representing
some selfish interest. Russian and
Chinese scholars and governments have
resented on occasions that the human
rights issue has been used by some
Western forces as a whip to control and
punish some unfriendly regimes the
world over. Other scholars such as Homi
Bhaba, Gayatri Spivak or Edward Said
have also underlined that many
theorisations about the coloured (Negro,
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black) people in the West is but one way
of dominating its stranglehold on them.
Our own observers have also noted the
same:

There was a time when every
“local tyrant” was in fact a client
or a protégé of the West. What the
white powers find most
troublesome today is having to
keep track of the fast-changing
identities of friends and foes in a
turbulent region like the Middle
East. After all every outstanding
nationalist leader in the area –
Nasser, Ben Bella, Gaddafi,
Assad, Khomeini – has taken on
the appearance of a monster in
the white man’s eyes at one time
or another. If none of them
invited the kind of vengeance
being wreaked on Saddam
Hussein it is because, unlike the
rest, the Iraqi leader has hit the
white world where it hurts
most.14

Therefore, behind the concerns for
Chechens, Palestinians, Tibetans or
Bosnian Muslims and a willful
indifference to the plight of Kashmiri
Hindus, for instance, there have been
covert and overt interests of some
Western powers, both governmental
and non-governmental. So we must
learn to check the credentials of human
rights enthusiasts and educators before
giving them respectability and
responsibility.

(n)  After the 9/11 terrorist attack the
Western governments have been
scrutinising the sources for terror
funding. In the process if a source is found
funding a terror network as well as some

university programmes, the later also
comes under close watch and necessary
measures is taken. In the same way, in
India, if a same source funds the spiritual
aggression programme to ‘Convert Asia’
and the NGOs engaged in human rights
activism, one must treat the latter in a
similar way. The vigour to spread ‘human
rights literacy’ may be a subterfuge to
prepare ground for ‘planting the Cross’.
Or, alternatively, to work as public
relation propaganda outfits for religious
terrorism15 .

One may recall that Shri K P S Gill,
the former chief of the Punjab police, has
time and again stressed that several
human rights organisations active here
are but the front for terrorist
organisations. According to his long, first
hand experience, “Such organisations
are not at all interested in genuine
investigations in human rights
violations, they repeatedly reject offers
to cooperate in sincere inquiry. Their sole
purpose is to malign the security forces,
and how to tarnish the image of the
country.”16  Such warnings should not be
brushed aside if we are sincere in our
educational undertakings.

(o)  Therefore, before accepting any thing
as a human right, especially for the
purpose of educational, training,
‘sensitising’ programmes, an open
consensus must be made with the
participation of hundreds and thousands
of educational, social, cultural, political
worthies of every stream as to what
should and what should not include into
the concept of human rights in India. A
cogent, precise definition of human
rights must come first before
disseminating it.
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(p)  Basic texts for such educational and
training programmes should include at
least the contemporary Indian classics
such as the Chicago Speech (Swami
Vivekananda), Ideals of Human Unity,
Foundations of Indian Culture and
Uttarpada Speech (Sri Aurobindo), Hind
Swaraj (Mahatma Gandhi), On the
Untouchables and Untouchability and The
Great Conversion (B.R. Ambedkar). It is
hugely profitable to compare the ideas
and ideals presented in the Chicago
Speech and the Ideals of Human Unity
with the celebrated Western documents
like ‘The Declaration of Independence’
(USA) and the ‘Declaration of the Rights
of Man and Citizen’ (France).

It is worth recalling in the context of
the Western documents that the
maltreatment of black population in
Europe and the USA continued under the
reign of the very celebrated documents!
Evidently there was no contradiction for
the West treating its own black people
and the subject peoples of the erstwhile
Asian, African colonies heartlessly while
at the same time claiming such
declarations as the main, practically the
only source of ideas related to human
progress and liberation. Also, it is no
coincidence that every totalitarian
ideology of the twentieth century was
manufactured in the West and bears the
marks of its provenance. In any case,
“The scientific, rationalistic, industrial,
pseudo-democratic civilization of the
West is now in process of dissolution and
it would be a lunatic absurdity for us at
this moment to build blindly on that
sinking foundation”17 .

All this boils down to the fact that
the ideas and ideals presented by Swami
Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo, Gandhi

and Dr Ambedkar are more humane,
faultless or pertinent for the purpose
of understanding and training around
the subject human rights. Therefore,
in any educational course, syllabi
and essential reading materials as well
as for training, sensitising programmes
precedence should be given to the
thoughts of these Indian great
thinkers. Only then our students and
officials can fully appreciate the Western
documents in perspective. Then they
will be more realistic, wise and confident
in the matters related with human
rights.

In any case, a vague, sectarian and
selfish concept of human beings and
human rights cannot serve as a good
foundation. It is essential that the
concept be suitably understood for the
purpose of education and training of
officials, administrators and educators.
Without having a comparative
understanding of the nature of human
beings and the consequent scope of what
is being perceived as human rights,
especially for our country, various
institutions and agencies might be
working to dissimilar purposes and to
their own narrow, sectarian and
concealed intentions. Without this
understanding our policy makers,
administrators, officers, students,
teachers and educational institutions
might feel bewildered very soon as to
what is behind the idea of human rights
sensitisation. Is it to make people more
humane or bitterer? Is it to make them
more lenient to all kind of imperialist
ideologies and terrorism? Is it to make
people kind or more selfish, more dutiful
or more right oriented, more social or
more indifferent? We all must find out,
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with an open mind, free from pre-
fabricated constructs and given dogmas,
and free from the ‘moral’ pressure
generated by vested interests. We must
continue our search and discourse
keeping in mind what Sri Aurobindo had
called the difference between the
spiritual and mental view of existence:
“The spiritual view holds that the mind,
life, body are man’s means and not his
aims and even that they are not his last
and highest means; it sees them as his

outer instrumental self and not his whole
being.” Always keeping this difference in
mind can we make any social science
discourse more relevant and thought-
provoking? Losing it will make our entire
academic exercise, as it has largely been,
just a pathetic repetition of frequently
changing (and often serving a particular
‘national’ interest) Western doctrines and
theories. It has not made our social
science academics respectable on the
world arena.
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15 Some people object to the term. They should note that our National Security Adviser, one of the

highest responsible official in our country, Shri M.K. Narayanan not only uses the term ‘religious
terrorism’ but also consider it ‘the greatest challenge’ to the country. See Dainik Tribune, Chandigarh,
30 Nov. 2006.

16 From the speech delivered at a book release function held in New Delhi, Sept. 9, 2006.
17 SRI AUROBINDO, “A Preface on National Education” in the reference no. 6 above, p. 11.
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