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Introduction
It is important that the UN Decade and Plan of Action for Human Rights Education 
be analysed, not in isolation but rather in their global and Asia-Pacific contexts. The 
UN General Assembly Resolution, proclaiming the Decade, and its Plan of Action 
must be viewed in light of a series of declarations and programs of action produced 
by a number of World Conferences convened by the UN since 1992, dealing 
respectively with environment and development, human rights, population and 
development, social development, women and human settlements. Asia-Pacific 
NGOs (non-government organisations) have participated vigorously in such confer
ences and their respective preparatory processes, especially in the case of the Vienna 
World Conference on Human Rights. Their participation in respect of the declar
ation of the UN Decade on Human Rights Education (DHRE) and its Plan of Action 
(hereafter referred to simply as the Plan), has been minuscule and their 
participation, in efforts thus far, to implement the Plan have been virtually non
existent. Thus, Asia-Pacific NGOs are confronted with something of a f a i t  accompli 
in respect of the Decade and Plan and this necessitates, at least initially, a focus on 
the role of damage limitation. The Decade and Plan of Action are clearly well- 
intentioned but they do not reflect the priorities, needs and experiences of the Asia- 
Pacific region.
Much has been happening in the Asia-Pacific region since the last time human rights 
NGOs from the region were able to come together in large numbers, to produce the 
Bangkok D eclaration  as a significant input to the UN World Conference on Human 
Rights in Vienna. Globalisation is proceeding at breakneck speed and so, too, 
through APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Council) is the process of liberalisation of 
trade and investment. This, coupled with the so-called paradigm shift from 
development through aid to development through trade and investment raises 
serious human rights problems and a compelling need to ensure that powerful 
multinational and national corporations and international institutions of trade, 
finance, investment and development be held fully accountable to international (and 
national) human rights standards. We are witness (not only at Beijing) to a

1 International Center for Law and Development, New York.



10 Australian Journal o f Human Rights 1996

resurgence of patriarchy and violence against women in the Asia-Pacific region. The 
rights of minorities and indigenous peoples are under attack in various countries of 
the region and ethnic identities and relationships are being manipulated to ferment 
tragic ethnic conflicts and bloody secessionist struggles. Human rights education 
must not be planned and implemented in blisslul ignorance of such crucial 
developments within the Asia-Pacific region.

The concept of Human Rights and of Human Rights Education embodied 
in the Decade of Human Rights Education

Human rights activism in the Asia-Pacific region has not neglected the defence of 
the civil and political rights of individuals. But, equally, it has not been confined 
solely to such defence. The rights of collectives and groups; economic, social and 
cultural rights; the human right to development; and the human rights of specific 
impoverished, exploited or vulnerable sectors of society have all compelled atten
tion and action from human rights activists and NGOs in the region as the Bangkok 
Declaration eloquently attests. Human rights have been approached less in a status 
quo and more in context of struggles for social justice, development and peace. Most 
of all, human rights in the Asia-Pacific region have been seen as crucial to processes 
of empowerment and disempowerment; to processes of securing accountability for 
the abuse of power; to processes of securing redress and devictimisation for the 
victims of human rights abuses; and to processes of articulating and affirming the 
values and visions of alternative human futures for the peoples of the region and of 
delegitimating the values underlying dominant development paradigms and obscene 
new conceptions of market-friendly democracy and market-friendly human rights.
The concept of human rights (and of human rights education, therefore) that appears 
in the Decade and Plan of Action seems curiously divorced from both global and 
regional political economy and from the realities of economic and political power — 
at global, regional, national and grassroots levels alike. Unless this is remedied, we 
are left with a disempowered (and disempowering) concept of human rights in the 
Decade and Plan of Action — a concept which, paradoxically enough, emphasises 
(perhaps over-emphasises) “ human dignity” : the very concept being advanced by 
certain Asian governments who attack human rights as Western, as their alternative 
to ‘ ‘human rights’ ’!
Moreover, the Decade’s concept of human rights education (HRE) is both ahistoric 
and suffers from institutional amnesia. Both the Decade and the Plan fail to 
acknowledge that the history of the human rights movement is writ by the struggles 
of peoples in different parts of the world, at different points of time to assert and 
enjoy their rights as part of human kind. Landmark struggles against colonialism, 
apartheid and, more recently against patriarchy, merit not even passing reference in 
the preambular (or other parts of the document). For the Decade and Plan, history 
appears to begin and end within the UN and, its indeed historic efforts at human
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rights standard setting. Both documents also tend to suffer from institutional 
amnesia in failing to draw upon the best practices to be found within the UN system. 
To give but one example, one of the strongest and most empowering formulations 
on HRE within the UN system comes from the UNESCO W orld Plan o f  Action on 
Education f o r  Human Rights and Democracy adopted in 1993, in Montreal, on the 
eve of the UN World Conference on Human Rights. According to the UNESC01 
Plan formulation, HRE must be change-oriented and “ promote societal transform
ation” . It must be “ participatory and operational, creative, innovative and 
empowering at a ll levels o f  civil society” (emphasis added). HRE is seen as 
something proactive (and not merely reactive) ‘ ‘preventing the outbreak of violent 
conflicts and related human rights violations’ ’. A key challenge posed to HRE in the 
Montreal Plan is to “ enhance the universality of human rights by rooting these 
rights in different cultural traditions” . But the gains of March 1993, in Montreal, 
are almost instantly forgotten in Vienna and thereafter in the UN Decade and Plan. 
The Vienna Declaration o f  the W orld Conference on Human Rights views HRE as 
“ essential” “ for the promotion and achievement of stable and harmonious relations 
among communities” and “ for fostering mutual understanding, tolerance and 
peace” . Stability (read status quo) and tolerance (read “ like it or lump it” ) are not 
quite the priorities of the victims of social injustice and human rights denials. To the 
oppressed it seems cruel, in the extreme, to talk of “ mutual understanding” of their 
oppressors. The Vienna Declaration  rightly urges that HRE include “ peace, 
democracy, development and social justice” but its rationale for doing so is 
problematic — “ in order to achieve common understanding and awareness’ ’, 4 ‘with 
a view to strengthen universal commitment to human rights” . At best, it is sheer 
self-delusion to believe that “ universal commitment to human rights” can be 
achieved by “ common understanding and awareness” , unaccompanied by a signifi
cant redistribution of power and resources, both within and between the member 
states of the UN.
The Decade and Plan of Action continue this process of disempowerment of HRE. 
The General Assembly Resolution, proclaiming the Decade, sees HRE as a means to 
secure many ends:

•  ‘ ‘mutual tolerance and understanding” and ‘ ‘peace’ ’;

•  to “ encourage harmonious inter-community relations ’ ’;

•  “ for the elimination of gender-based discrimination’ ’;

•  to enable “ each woman, man and child to realise their full human potential”  by 
being “ made aware of all their human rights — civil, cultural, economic, 
political and social” ; •

•  to contribute “ to a concept of development coexistence with the dignity of 
women and men of all ages that takes into account the diverse segments of 
society such as children, indigenous peoples, minorities and disabled persons” ;
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•  “ to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms ’ ’. 

The Decade attempts to define (or at least describe) HRE in the following terms:

HRE should involve more than the provision of information and should 
constitute a lifelong process by which people at all levels in development and in 
all strata of society learn respect for the dignity of others and the means and 
methods of ensuring that respect in all societies.

In sum, therefore, the Decade evades the fundamental issue of the relationship 
between dignity and power and of the role of human rights in processes of 
empowerment and disempowerment essential to securing the dignity of all. The UN 
Plan of Action compounds the problem in at least three crucial ways. First, it 
introduces the vague and fuzzy notion of “ a universal culture of human rights’ ’ to be 
built through the “ imparting of knowledge and skills’’ and “ the moulding of 
attitudes’’ and “ behaviour’’ through HRE. Second, it continues to operate from a 
denatured, neutered concept of human rights which continues to be blind to realities 
of power. Such concepts of human rights, moreover, forms the basis of a global plan 
of action in which the globality of the plan lends to a total ignoring of the specific 
problems and priorities of regions such as the Asia-Pacific region. Third, given the 
experience of the past when HRE was all too often confined to imparting little more 
than information about the content of international legal instruments, it is unfortu
nate that the very first paragraph of the Plan, in the very first section of the Plan 
(entitled “ Normative Basis and Definition’’) promulgates (indeed, virtually pontifi
cates) that “ the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education shall be based 
upon the provisions of the international human rights instruments’’. Some of us, in 
the Asia-Pacific region, may be naive, perhaps, in our belief that HRE be based in 
the real life struggles and experiences of the peoples of the Asia-Pacific region. The 
Decade talks of HRE as a ‘ ‘lifelong process’ ’. To some, it would appear to be a form 
of “ cruel and unusual punishment’’ to insist, as the Plan does, that this lifelong 
process “ shall be based upon the provisions’ ’ of international legal instruments!

The UN Plan of Action (in paragraph 2(a) to (b)) talks of moulding attitudes to 
strengthen respect for human rights; to promote understanding, tolerance, gender 
equality and friendship; to enable the full development of the human personality and 
sense of its dignity; to enable all persons to participate effectively in a free society; 
and to further the maintenance of peace. These are clearly highly desirable 
objectives. But can they really be achieved through the topdown, paternalistic 
approach to HRE enunciated by the Plan which defines HRE “ as training, 
dissemination and information efforts’’ for “ the imparting of knowledge and 
skills’’ and “ the moulding of attitudes’’ and “ behaviour’’. PG Woodhouse gave us 
a much more human rights sensitive view of education when he described it as a 
process not so much of ‘ ‘putting in’ ’ but rather of ‘ ‘drawing out’ ’.
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A roving, summary critique of the Plan document

The Plan document contains ten sections. The first section on “ Normative Basis and 
Definition” (commented upon in the preceding section of the article) is followed by 
a section on “ General Guiding Principles” , many of which reaffirm concepts of 
“ indivisibility and interdependence of all rights” ; and “ the interdependence and 
mutually reinforcing nature of democracy, development and human rights” . Three 
core operational principles are mandated as well:

1. HRE must include “ the equal participation of women and men of all ages, 
groups and all sectors of society” , both in formal and nonformal learning 
processes.

2. HRE “ shall combat and be free of gender bias, racial and other stereotypes’ ’.

3. HRE “ shall be shaped in such a way as to be relevant to the daily lives of 
learners, and shall seek to engage learners in a dialogue about the ways and 
means of transforming human rights from the expression of abstract norms to 
the reality of their social, economic, cultural and political conditions” .

But, in turn, if these three core principles are to be transformed from abstract norms 
(or worse still, pious verbiage), it will necessitate the fullest participation and 
cooperation from NGOs. This will also be the case in respect of the five plausible 
“ Objectives of the Decade’ ’ set out in Section III of the Plan Document.2 Yet, when 
Section IV of the Plan Document sets out its long list of Principal Actors for 
implementing the Plan of Action, it allocates “ an active role” to Governments and 
“ a central role” to national human rights institutions set up by governments. When 
it comes to national NGOs, grassroots organisations, professional associations and 
interested individuals, the Plan goes no further than suggesting that “ the active 
engagement’ ’ of such organisations and individuals “ shall be encouraged to assist in 
the realisation of the goals of the Decade’ ’. This encouragement and engagement is 
to be achieved by “ international programs” , “ Governments” and “ others” (?) 
assisting “ national organisations” in their human rights educational activities, 
“ both through technical assistance and training, and through financial support” 
(emphasis added). A more disempowering formulation of the role of NGOs and 
grassroots organisations in the implementation of the Decade is hard to visualise. 
Asia-Pacific NGOs may well be prompted to say in respect of this type of assistance,

2 “The objectives of the Decade shall include: (a) The assessment of needs and the formulation of 
effective strategies for the furtherance of human rights education at all school levels, in vocational 
training and formal as well as non-formal learning; (b) The building and strengthening of programs 
and capacities for human rights education at the international, regional, national and local levels; (c) 
The coordinated development of human rights education material; (d) The strengthening of the role 
and capacity of the mass media in the furtherance of human rights education; (e) The global 
d issemination of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in the maximum possible number of 
languages and in other forms appropriate for various levels of literacy and for the disabled.”
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“ Thanks, but no thanks” . The Plan of Action goes on to enumerate several other 
principal actors, in an understandably UN-centric way: UN human rights treaty
monitoring bodies; UNESCO and other UN specialised agencies; the UN Human 
Rights Centre; and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (in a central and 
crucial coordinating role). All of the above UN entities acknowledge the importance 
of NGOs in their work. For some unstated reason, the Plan fails to do so.
Section V of the Plan document lists “ Target Groups” . The list includes every 
imaginable group under the sun. If everyone is supposed to be a target group (in a 
demilitarised sense) of the Decade’s HRE activities, clearly no one will end up being 
so, in fact, unless there is some basis for prioritisation. If HRE is to be everything to 
everyone, it clearly runs the risk of ending up being nothing to anyone. Moreover, 
HRE, like politics, seems to make strange bedfellows when “ NGOs” , “ labor 
unions” , “ community organisations” and “ appropriate institutions of civil so
ciety”  find themselves on the same target group list as “ police” , “ prison 
officials” , and “ the armed forces” . It is also significant that missing from the 
Target Group list are almost all of the UN system actors who figure so prominently 
on the list of Principal Actors. One of the tasks for Asia-Pacific NGOs (if they have 
the inclination and/or can spare the time) is to deconstruct those two lists of the Plan 
and pay close attention, especially to significant omissions from each list.

Structures for Coordination and Implementation of the Plan

Section VI of the Plan document sets out the structures for coordination and 
implementation. Although mercifully brief (just a single page in length), this is the 
most problematic section of the Plan — especially in the Asia-Pacific region where 
several governments, both individually and collectively, are challenging the univer
sality of human rights, accusing human rights of being a Western imposition and 
claiming that human rights are alien to and inappropriate for Asian societies, their 
cultures and ways of life.
Recognising “ the fact that action at the national and local levels is crucial to the 
effective promotion of human rights education” , the Plan sets out a detailed, and 
overly mechanistic structure for implementation at national levels through national 
focal points, national plans of action, and national human rights centres.
The Plan states that “ National focal points for human rights education should be 
designated in each State” . In most Asia-Pacific states, as indeed elsewhere, such 
national focal points will be designated by government and will inevitably be 
controlled by government whatever the formal composition of the focal point might 
be. The Plan (paragraph 28(b)) entrusts the national focal point with a comprehen
sive set of functions: identifying national HRE needs, developing a national plan of 
action, raising funds and coordinating with regional and international bodies. At the 
national level, each focal point shall “ serve as a conduit for the channelling of 
international and regional input, information and support to the local and grassroots 
level” . However innocent might have been the intentions of the author of the Plan,
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in many Asia-Pacific contexts, the national focal point will serve as a mechanism for 
the exercise of centralised control and direction by government of all HRE activities 
in the country. Enormous regulatory powers over HRE NGOs can be wielded by 
such national focal points who can even control, withhold and obstruct “ support”  
(including financial support) from specific HRE actors it wishes to single out for 
such treatment.
The national plan of action concept, similarly, can become a mechanism for 
controlling priorities and activities and possibly for trivialising HRE, even in the 
name of HRE and the Decade. Few Asia-Pacific countries can boast of planning 
processes that are participatory, transparent and accountable. Why should we expect 
that the national planning processes for HRE will be any different?
The Plan of Action encourages each State “ to establish a national human rights 
resource and training centre, capable of engaging in research, training of trainers, 
preparation, collection, translation and dissemination of human rights materials ... 
Once again, what was intended to be an enabling activity can easily degenerate into 
being a control mechanism with effective, direct (preparation and dissemination of 
materials), and indirect (training of trainers) mechanisms for control and indoctri
nation.
The problem, once again (wittingly or unwittingly) is compounded by the language 
used in the Resolution on the Decade with regard to NGOs and their roles. Both the 
Decade and Plan of Action fail to embody UN best practice, in respect of NGO 
participation. Section 12 of the Decade, instead of reaffirming NGO rights of 
participation, “ calls upon international, regional and national non-governmental 
organisations, in particular those concerned with women, labor, development and 
the environment as well as all other social justice groups, human rights advocates, 
educators, religious organisations and the media, to increase their involvement in 
formal and nonformal education in human rights and to cooperate with the Center 

fo r  Human Rights in implementing the United Nations Decade for Human Rights 
Education” (emphasis added). The Decade creates responsibilities and obligations 
for NGOs, community-based organisations and peoples’ organisations. It fails to 
recognise their rights as organisations, or their very right to undertake HRE.
Asia-Pacific human rights NGOs, and indeed NGOs worldwide, have had two 
daunting (and possibly distracting) tasks created for them by the Decade and Plan of 
Action:

1. They need to work to restore, in respect of HRE, UN system best-practice 
standards regarding NGO participation.

2. They need to work to prevent the national level implementation structure of the 
Plan of Action (national focal points, national plans and national centres) from 
becoming instruments of monopoly, centralisation and control by govern
ments over HRE activities in the country. It must be established that these 
mechanisms play a promotional rather than regulatory role — that they 
exercise no monopolistic exclusivity over HRE activities in the country but
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rather exercise a coordinating role that is facilitative rather than 
prohibitionary.

Obviously, NGOs will have to work with the UN system to limit and undo the 
damage already done. Both the Decade Resolution and the Plan of Action are 
documents that already exist (free from bracketed texts) and cannot have their 
language changed. Tactically, the modus operandi will be one of interpreting, re
interpreting and adding glosses onto those two original UN HRE documents. UN 
human rights bodies use the mechanisms of General Comments or General Rec
ommendations. Surely, the UN High Commissioner (given his central role and 
authority regarding the Decade of HRE) can adapt this tried and true mechanism 
(represented, at its best by the General Recommendation on violence against women 
that has emerged from CEDAW) as well as other devices used in international 
human rights documents such as savings clauses. Supplementary Resolutions of the 
General Assembly or the UN Human Rights Commission, “ updated” chapters on 
specific aspects of the Plan of Action and other procedural devices are needed, both 
to change the fate of the fa it  accompli and to ensure that the Decade’s Plan of 
Action, as originally envisaged, creates an “ enabling environment” for HRE and 
does not become a rigid straight-jacket.
Issues emanating from the present approach to National structures for coordination 
and implementation of the Plan may prove more difficult to address. But, here 
again, drawing from UN experience with enunciating Paris Principles to help keep 
National Human Rights Institutions honest, fresh initiatives, on similar lines, to set 
basic principles applicable to national HRE institutions and to restate the content of 
the human right to HRE and the human rights of human rights educators and their 
organisations may prove useful. But such initiatives will need to emanate from a 
much broader and deeper participatory process regarding non-UN entities than that 
which produced the Decade and the Plan.

Components of the UN Plan of Action

Section VII of the Plan of Action contains the eight components of the Plan. Each of 
these components could well benefit from revision in light of a careful NGO review 
conducted on a region-by-region basis. This is especially true of the four 
components dealing with “ strengthening programs and capacities” at international, 
regional, national and local levels respectively. Clearly, fresh and valuable perspec
tives will emerge from an exhortation to “ think local, act global” . HRE is an 
endeavour that truly does call for local and grassroots actions, especially in areas of 
non-formal education. But attention also needs to be paid to the other four 
components of the Plan. Global dissemination of the Universal D eclaration  is a 
useful and necessary starting point and condition for HRE but it is far from being a 
sufficient condition for HRE. Yes, the mass media is potentially important for HRE 
but, at present, in many Asia-Pacific countries, the role of the mass media is 
problematic since they are much more part of the problem than part of the solution.
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One cannot but be sceptical about the component in the present Plan which, with a 
view to “ assessing needs and formulating strategies, envisages the conduct of a 
global survey which could well prove as ineffective as it is costly. Similarly, 
development of materials for HRE (except those materials which deal with UN 
human rights instruments and mechanisms) will be better achieved, if the UN adopts 
and adheres to a “ hands-off’ policy.

Aside from reviewing each of the eight components of the UN Plan of Action, there 
is also a need to rethink the Plan’s present approach to monitoring the implemen
tation of the Plan. Unrealistic burdens are placed upon the UN High Commission for 
Human Rights whose annual report to the General Assembly is seen as the main 
vehicle for reporting on the progressive implementation of the Plan. A mid-term 
global evaluation is envisaged five years into the Decade. That may prove to be too 
little, too late. If financial resources were to be made available, the UN High 
Commissioner could well set up teams for monitoring and evaluation of each of the 
eight Plan components or for clusters of them (eg Component one and six, or 
Component two to five). The present system of annual reporting to the General 
Assembly by the High Commissioner, could well prove inadequate and unworkable, 
if activities do get promoted on a significant scale by the Plan of Action. Moreover, 
as with other areas of human rights, it may be useful to move beyond reporting only 
in a single global document of the High Commissioner, and develop as well a system 
for reporting at the national, country-level on progress (or lack thereof) in 
implementation of the HRE Decade’s Plan of Action. An early start on thinking 
about follow up to the Decade could help make the envisaged Mid-Term Global 
Evaluation into a meaningful moment of the Decade.

In sum, a critical appraisal of the Plan of Action indicates that it contains too much 
planning and too little action. Section VI (Structures for Coordination and Im
plementation) is too mechanistic and formalistic and quite inappropriate for several 
Asia-Pacific countries. The Decade and Plan are too didactic and dogmatic in terms 
of the advice they give to NGOs. They contain too many prescriptions but not nearly 
enough proscrip tions, especially directed at governments to ensure that they respect 
the autonomy and integrity of HRE activities of NGOs. The Plan’s benign view of 
national governments is simplistic, naive and quite inaccurate in many Asia-Pacific 
contexts. HRE becomes irrelevant if not contextualized. The UN Decade is indeed a 
global enterprise. The challenge, therefore, lies in finding ways to carry out such 
global enterprise in a manner that enables concretisation at regional, and grassroots 
levels. As pointed out above, there are techniques, mechanisms and ways of 
overcoming the shortcomings of the UN Decade and Plan documents. The UN itself 
views those documents as open to a process of reinterpretation and development. A 
‘ ‘restatem ent” -type approach can, at times, be used to fill in gaps, address issues on 
which the documents are silent, or restore UN “ best practices’’ regarding NGOs 
and “ best-formulated-standards’’ regarding HRE. But regarding the most problem
atic areas of the documents, revision will clearly be needed and those seriously 
concerned about HRE can brook no compromise about such revisions.



18 Australian Journal o f Human Rights 1996

Those truly concerned about the Decade for HRE, both within the world of the UN 
and within the world outside the UN, will agree that there is no room for 
complacency. Indeed, it will take a concerted and sustained effort to ensure that the 
UN Decade for Human Rights Education does not, itself, become a mechanism for 
government control and repression of HRE activities within specific countries; to 
ensure that the Decade will not end up, however unwittingly, co-opting 
overstretched and hard-pressed human rights activists away from more meaningful 
tasks in the name of HRE; and to ensure that the Decade does not end up diverting 
scarce financial and material resources away from more urgent or productive human 
rights activities in the name of HRE.

Liberating HRE from the Decade, the Plan of Action and itself

Thus far, the analysis in this article has related itself to the UN Decade and Plan 
documents. The Plan of Action bears a sub-title (on p 7), ‘ ‘Human rights-education- 
lessons for life” . Stepping outside the two UN documents, we may well rephrase 
that sub-title and ask, ‘‘Is there life for human rights education after the lessons of 
the Plan?” Might we, as NGOs, be working with the UN, in the Decade, towards 
creating an HRE Frankenstein?
At the international level (both within and outside the UN system), the headlong 
rush towards globalisation of the world economy is producing a spurious version of 
market-friendly development, market-friendly democracy, and market-friendly 
human rights. Are we on the verge of a decade of market-friendly HRE? Is all this 
market-friendliness to be achieved at the cost of serious human rights violations 
resulting from the erosion of cultural diversity and the reinforcement of patriarchy 
in and by current trends of globalisation? It becomes pertinent to ask whose material 
interests are being served by HRE? In the non-governmental world, are we creating 
new categories of professional human rights educator elites by placing the HRE 
label on certain formal and nonformal educational processes and activities? More
over, if we use too broad a concept of HRE, does it retain any distinct (and useful) 
meaning anymore? From a human rights perspective, might we be better off 
eliminating a distinct concept of HRE and working instead to integrate and 
mainstream human rights into all educational processes and activities?
It would be a mistake to treat the above questions as rhetorical ones susceptible of 
easy, simplistic answers, be it in the affirmative or in the negative. Rather, both 
individually and institutionally, it might behove us all to reflect carefully and 
answer for ourselves two basic questions:

1. Do I/we want/need a UN Decade for HRE and, if so, WHY?

2. Do I/we want/need a Plan of Action for such a Decade and, if so, WHAT might 
be the crucial elements of such Plan of Action?

Let me provide my own, subjective (institutional and personal) answers to these two 
questions by way of winding up this paper.
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I do need and want a UN Decade of HRE for at least three key reasons:

(a) To strengthen the links between peace, development and human rights. The 
UN Charter posits the interlinkages and interconnectedness of the above three 
core objectives of the UN Charter. Coming from a developing country, and 
especially in light of current conditions in the Asia-Pacific region, I find it 
essential to establish such interlinkages, not merely as a matter of rhetoric but 
for practical and strategic reasons as well:

(i) Linking peace and human rights helps the fight against imperialism and 
helps prevent the misuse of human rights in foreign policy as an 
instrument of imperialism.

(ii) Linking human rights and development helps in present-day struggles to 
resist recolonisation in the name of globalisation of the world economy.

(iii) Linking development to peace and human rights enables a normative 
redefinition of development (to dislodge current dominant paradigms of 
development) and furnishes human rights criteria of accountability over 
those who do development.

A UN Decade for HRE is crucial in providing a process and forum for 
strengthening the links between peace, human rights and development.

(b) To redress chronic neglect by human rights practitioners (especially in the 
West) of specific human rights, of specific sectors of society. Despite rhetoric 
about all human rights being “ indivisible, interrelated, and interdependent” , 
traditionally, human rights NGOs have focused mainly on a narrow range of 
civil and political rights of individuals. Economic, social and cultural rights; 
the right of self-determination; the human right to development; the rights to 
community, subsistence and livelihood have long been neglected. So, too, 
have collective rights, the rights of women, the rights of minorities and the 
rights of indigenous peoples.

A UN Decade for HRE could help provide opportunities to address and redress 
such chronic neglect.

(c) To expose and eliminate the misuse of human rights in the policies and 
practices of the UN by certain powerful governments. Selective and discrimi
natory invocation of human rights considerations in foreign policy or in 
development conditionalities have been one of the salient pathologies of 
human rights practice in a world of Super Powers. These pathologies could 
well increase in today’s single Super Power world. A UN Decade for HRE 
could help in the fight to eradicate such pathologies.

In my view, we do need a Plan of Action (but first and foremost a People’s Plan) for
a Decade of HRE. Such a Plan of Action could help:



2 0 Australian Journal o f Human Rights 1996

1. Renovation and renegotiation of prevailing human rights systems and practices 
to enhance the reach of human rights over non-state actors; to better define the 
role of the State in protecting and promoting the human rights of peoples; to 
better define and delineate the obligations of both the State and civil society 
that are correlative to human rights; and to improve current (pathetically 
inadequate) processes for providing relief, redress and devictimisation to 
victims of human rights denials or abuses and to sanction human rights 
violators.

2. Liberate human rights education from itself — from some of what currently 
passes in the name of HRE in practice. This task involves liberating HRE from 
the clutches of professional, national and international bureaucracies follow
ing a candid critique of the state of HRE at the time of proclamation of the 
Decade. It involves a similar critique of the institutions and practices of formal 
education. It involves careful examination of current processes of creation and 
reinforcement of HRE identities, both professional and institutional. Most of 
all, it involves safeguarding co-optation of the Decade by those who seek to 
use it to serve other material or ideological interests.

3. Produce HRE narratives rooted in real-life human rights struggles and thereby 
raise awareness of HRE sites other than those conventionally conceived of as 
HRE sites.

4. Promote participatory human rights standard setting (at both national and 
international levels) in areas currently inadequate or neglected, eg minorities, 
internally displaced persons.

5. Direct HRE to reach key actors and institutions, not only in government but in 
civil society as well, and to not only human rights victims and human rights 
violators but to human rights bystanders as well. 6

6. Monitor and evaluate (from human rights perspectives) governmental 
processes regarding the creation and operation of national human rights 
institutions and facilitate the emergence of alternative, non-governmental, 
national human rights institutions as well.

The ultimate challenge for human rights NGOs, in the Asia-Pacific region (and 
elsewhere as well), is to help work towards a greater convergence between peoples’ 
plans and the UN Plan of Action for HRE. This might seem a daunting and 
improbable task. Indeed, the Vienna Declaration talks of “ the Spirit of our Age’’ 
and “ the Realities of our Time’’. Today, in respect of HRE, we really face the risk 
that the spirit of our age will be betrayed by the realities of our time. To ensure that 
this does not happen, we all stand summoned in the words of Antonio Gramsci (via 
Upendra Baxi) to ensure that ‘ ‘optimism of the will’ ’ shall prevail over ‘ ‘pessimism 
of the intellect’’.


