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LIBERAL IDEAS

ARE HUMAN RIGHTS DIVISIBLE ?

IT IS all of a piece with Indian
official hypocrisy that the recent
reports of an impending motion of
censure against this country in the
House of Commons has provoked
sharp howls of self-righteous pro-
test in Parliament and outside.
Based on the testimony gathered by
Amnesty International, and author-
ed by British MPs of diverse
political affiliations, the proposed
motion reportedly bracketed India
with over a dozen other countries
in Asia, Africa and Latin America
which acquiesced in or tolerated
the deliberate killing of men,
women and children for political
reasons.

In a remarkably swift move, the
Indian High Commissioner in
London is reported to have written
to each of the hundred-odd sup-
porters of the motion expressing
surprise at their action and aver-
ring that the very idea of the
Indian Government’s complicity in
political killings was ‘“unthink-
able”. Back home, one of the
leading lights of the ruling party
promptly raised the issue in the
Lok Sabha and described the move
as an attempt at destabilising
democracy in India. Predictably
enough, another MP, speaking in
the Rajya Sabha, suspected “the
hand of some international organi-
sation” behind the move.

K. S. VENKATESWARAN

However that may be, it is not
so much the vehemence of the
reaction against the move that is
noteworthy here as the utter cyni-
cism which characterises the Indian
response on issues of human rights
compliance. Surely, it is curious
that a government which has no
qualms about riding roughshod
over the most elementary rights of
its people (witness the recent
handling of the situation in Assam,
for example) nevertheless begins
to see red everytime some inde-
pendent, impartial observers from
abroad draw attention to its shock-
ing lapses on the domestic front.

Nor does the hypocrisy end
there. It assumes an even more
odious form when the selfsame
government, in periodic outbursts
of increasing frequency, revels in
decrying real or imagined human
rights infractions in certain politi-
cally-convenient target-nations. A
singularly sickening demonstration
of this tendency was offered at the
so-called Non-Aligned Meet in
New Delhi last March where the
Prime Minister, Mrs. Indira Gan-
dhi, faithfully kept up the drum-
beat against Israel and South
Africa before the motley crowd of
tinpot dictators and other petty
tyrants who had assembled there
with similar intentions.

It is hardly a consolation to
point out, as some observers have
been prone to doing of late, that
its cynicism and hypocrisy notwith-
standing, the Indian government
still continues to hold a far supe-
rior record in the area of human
rights observance than most of the
other countries cited by Amnesty
International in its recent report.
(Not surprisingly, this very line of
argument was pressed into service
by our worthy High Commissioner
in London when he sought to
urge the sponsors of the Commons
motion to reconsider their stand,
on the grounds that “India was
among a handful of Third World
nations with democratic institu-
tions, including an independent
judiciary and a free press.”).

The argument, apart from induc-
ing a false sense of complacency
among the people at large, is
fraught with dangerous implica-
tions in the long run, if only
because it provides the government
with as handy an excuse as any
for continued indulgence in large-
scale violation of human rights.
Indeed, the experience of the last
few years has clearly exposed the
ruinous fallacy underlying the
argument and it would be tragic to
ignore the lessons of that expe-
rience.
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