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Executive Summary

Human rights, inherent to all individuals regardless of status, form the foundational bedrock of a just and
equitable global society. These universal, inalienable, indivisible, and interdependent entitlements
fundamentally challenge traditional notions of state sovereignty by positing an external moral and legal standard
for governmental conduct. The internationalization of human rights, significantly catalyzed by the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and subsequent legally binding covenants, has established a
comprehensive framework of norms and mechanisms. Protection of these rights is-a multi-stakeholder endeavor,
critically involving states as primary duty-bearers, robust international organizations, and dynamic people's
movements that often serve as catalysts for change.

Despite significant progress in codifying and promoting human rights, the contemporary global landscape
presents escalating and interconnected challenges. The rise of authoritarianism, particularly through digital
surveillance, poses a systemic threat to civil liberties and democratic participation. Forced migration,
increasingly driven by climate change, exposes critical gaps in existing legal protections. Persistent issues such
as caste-based atrocities and pervasive gender-based violence underscore the limitations of legal frameworks
alone in dismantling deeply entrenched systemic discrimination and power imbalances. Addressing these
multifaceted challenges necessitates a renewed, concerted commitment from all actors. This includes
reinforcing state adherence to international obligations, strengthening the efficiency and adaptability of
international organizations, fostering genuine international cooperation, and empowering grassroots movements
to continue their vital role in shaping a more equitable and dignified future for all.

1. Human Rights: Core Principles and Universality

Human rights represent fundamental entitlements inherent to every human being, simply by virtue of their
existence. These rights are not conferred by any state or authority; rather, they are intrinsic to human dignity,
applying universally without distinction as to race, sex, nationality, ethnicity, language, religion, or any other
status. The comprehensive scope of human rights extends from the most basic right to life and liberty, freedom
from slavery and torture, and freedom of opinion and expression, to essential economic, social, and cultural
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rights such as the right to work, education, food, health, and social protection.

The inherent nature of human rights, being "not granted by any state", establishes a profound challenge to
traditional concepts of state sovereignty. This understanding implies that there exists an external moral and legal
standard against which the actions of any state must be measured. Consequently, a state's treatment of its own
population, or any individual within its jurisdiction, is not solely an internal affair but becomes subject to
international scrutiny and adherence to universal standards. This fundamental principle forms the philosophical
and legal basis for the development of international human rights law. If a state violates these inherent rights, it
is not merely breaching its domestic laws, but a universally accepted code, thereby legitimizing international
mechanisms for monitoring, protection, and accountability.

The core principles underpinning human rights are universality, inalienability, indivisibility, interdependence,
equality, and non-discrimination. Universality and inalienability dictate that all individuals are equally entitled
to these rights, which should not be abrogated except in very specific situations and always according to due
process. Indivisibility and interdependence emphasize that all human rights are deeply interconnected; the
full enjoyment of one set of rights often relies on the realization of others. For instance, progress in civil and
political rights frequently facilitates the exercise of economic, social, and cultural rights. Equality and non-
discrimination serve as a cornerstone principle, ensuring that rights are enjoyed without any form of distinction,
a principle particularly vital for vulnerable populations such as migrants, who are often at heightened risk of
prejudice and xenophobia.

States bear the primary responsibility for the promotion, protection, respect, and fulfillment of human rights
for all individuals residing within their territory or under their jurisdiction. This responsibility is articulated
through a threefold set of obligations. First, states must respect human rights by refraining from interfering
with or curtailing their enjoyment. Second, they must protect individuals and groups against human rights
abuses, including those perpetrated by non-state actors. Third, states are obligated to fulfill human rights by
taking positive action to facilitate the enjoyment of basic entitlements, such as providing access to education or
healthcare.

While human rights are enshrined in international treaties that states negotiate and ratify, their protection is
understood to be consistent with state sovereignty, rather than an infringement upon it. This perspective views
international human rights law as a framework voluntarily embraced by sovereign states to collectively uphold
universal standards. The existence of these exceptions, while intended to provide flexibility in extreme
situations, can be, and often is, exploited by authoritarian regimes. Such regimes may broadly interpret these
criteria to justify repression, suppress dissent, and curtail fundamental freedoms under the guise of "national
security” or "public order". This exploitation complicates accountability, as states can claim their actions fall
within the bounds of international law, even when they fundamentally undermine human rights.

The effective protection of human rights is inextricably linked to the rule of law. This principle ensures that
legal, political, and social rights are upheld, and that a functioning legal system exists to address violations. Key
elements of this include guaranteeing fair trials, providing protection against arbitrary arrest and detention, and
ensuring humane prison conditions. The presence of robust legal frameworks and independent judicial systems
is paramount for individuals to seek redress when their rights are violated.

The Magna Carta (1215) introduced the rule of law and protection from arbitrary prosecution in Britain. The
US Bill of Rights (1791) amended the US Constitution to include fundamental freedoms like expression and
assembly. The 19th century saw the abolition of slavery by the British Parliament in 1833, marking a significant
step in recognizing universal human dignity. The Indian Constitution (1950) has made provision of
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fundamental rights irrespective of Caste, religion, gender, race, color, language, etc of the citizens.

2. Internationalization of Human Rights:

The modern international human rights movement gained significant momentum after the devastating
experiences of World War 1l. The atrocities committed, particularly the Holocaust, spurred a global consensus
on the urgent need for universal human rights standards. The United Nations was founded in 1945 with the
explicit purpose of affirming “the dignity and worth of every human person”. This commitment culminated in
the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948, which for the first time provided
a universal code of fundamental human rights. The UDHR, while not legally binding, inspired the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), adopted in 1966 and entering into force in 1976. These two covenants transformed
many UDHR principles into legally binding obligations for ratifying states, forming the International Bill of
Human Rights.

The horrific scale of atrocities witnessed during World War I, particularly the Holocaust, served as a powerful
catalyst for the international community to establish universal standards for human rights. This global
commitment aimed to prevent such abuses from ever recurring. The very founding Charter of the United Nations
in 1945 explicitly enshrined the promotion and protection of human rights as a core purpose of the organization.
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted by the UN General Assembly on December
10, 1948, stands as the cornerstone of international human rights law. Its core principles—universality,
interdependence, indivisibility, equality, and non-discrimination—have been consistently reaffirmed globally.
Furthermore, the UDHR has been translated into over 500 languages, making it the most translated document
in the world, and has significantly influenced the constitutions of many newly independent states and
democracies.

The Process of Internationalization: From Norms to Legally Binding Instruments

The internationalization of human rights standards has seen a significant acceleration in recent decades, with an
increasing number of countries integrating human rights norms and protections into their national constitutions,
legal codes, and judicial processes. A notable aspect of this process is the development of increasingly
specialized international human rights treaties. Over time, the body of international human rights law has
expanded to address specific issues and protect vulnerable groups such as women, children, and persons with
disabilities, minorities, and indigenous peoples. Examples include the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (1979), the Convention against Torture (1984), and the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989). The internationalization process also encompasses the strengthening of enforcement mechanisms.

Ultimately, the protection of human rights through international law is a fundamental component of the global
effort to create a more just and peaceful world. Human rights norms often serve as essential references in the
formulation of state policies and in efforts to resolve conflicts, as seen in the use of human rights norms to urge
more just resolutions in conflicts like that between Israel and Palestine. By establishing a universal baseline for
human dignity and providing mechanisms for its enforcement, international human rights law contributes
significantly to global stability and the prevention of conflict escalation.
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3. Protection of Human Rights: Actors and Mechanisms

a) Grassroots Activism and Social Change

People's movements have historically played an indispensable role in resisting oppression and advancing social
justice, serving as powerful forces for human rights protection and promotion. These movements are typically
characterized by their grassroots, bottom-up approach, mobilizing ordinary people, often at a local level, to
focus on specific causes. People's movements serve to force human rights issues onto the political agenda,
challenge entrenched power structures, and demand accountability from governments. This indicates that the
state's role as a duty-bearer is often activated and compelled by the collective action of its citizens. This dynamic
relationship is further underscored by the fact that "the backlash against these movements is often violent",
reflecting the inherent power struggle involved in achieving human rights progress. Social justice movements
have profoundly shaped national and international human rights frameworks, expanding their scope to address
new issues and include previously marginalized groups. The Civil Rights Movement in the United States, for
instance, challenged racial discrimination, leading to landmark legislation like the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and influencing the inclusion of civil and political rights in international treaties.
The Women's Suffrage Movement, fighting for the right to vote, framed its demands within the human rights
principles of equality and non-discrimination. The Anti-Apartheid Movement in South Africa, led by figures
like Nelson Mandela, successfully dismantled the system of racial segregation through boycotts and
international pressure. More contemporary movements like Black Lives Matter (BLM) emerged to address
systemic racism and police brutality, while the Me Too Movement sparked a global conversation on sexual
harassment and gender-based violence, advocating for accountability. The Ni Una Menos movement in
Argentina fights femicide and broader women's issues, inspiring feminist movements across Latin America.
The End SARS movement in Nigeria protested police brutality and corruption, gaining global attention, and
farmer protests in India challenged agricultural laws through collective action. These examples collectively
demonstrate the critical, ongoing role of people's movements in driving human rights progress.

b) Domestic Implementation and National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs)

States hold the fundamental and primary responsibility for upholding human rights within their territory and
jurisdiction. This entails a crucial process of translating international human rights laws, which they have often
agreed to through ratification, into tangible domestic commitments. This can be achieved through specific
human rights laws, such as Charters, Bills of Rights, or Human Rights Acts, or by integrating human rights
protections into existing individual laws. Many states have indeed adopted constitutions and other domestic
legislation that formally protect basic human rights, ensuring due process, fair trials, and safeguarding civil and
political rights like freedom of speech, movement, and religion.

National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIS) play a crucial role in bridging the gap between international human
rights standards and their domestic implementation. These are state-mandated bodies that operate independently
of the government, possessing a broad constitutional or legal mandate to protect and promote human rights at
the national level. NHRIs address the full spectrum of human rights, including civil, political, economic, social,
and cultural rights. For NHRISs to be effective and recognized by the international community, they must adhere
to the Paris Principles, a set of standards endorsed by the UN General Assembly in 1993, which ensure their
independence and effectiveness. The UN Human Rights Office actively supports the establishment and
strengthening of NHRIs worldwide.
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¢) Regional system and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)

International organizations are crucial actors in the global human rights architecture, working alongside states
and civil society to protect and promote fundamental rights. The UN employs a multi-faceted approach,
encompassing education, advocacy, and legal enforcement. Beyond the UN, regional human rights mechanisms
play a vital role by localizing international norms and standards, reflecting the particular human rights concerns
of specific regions.

The three most well-established regional systems are in Europe, the Americas, and Africa. Europe has
extensive arrangements involving the Council of Europe (with instruments like the European Convention on
Human Rights and the European Court of Human Rights, which has binding jurisdiction and hears individual
complaints), the European Union, and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. In the
Americas, the Inter-American system includes the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights, drawing authority from the OAS Charter and the American Convention on
Human Rights. Africa operates under the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, with the African
Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights promoting, protecting, and interpreting these rights. Other regional
efforts include ASEAN's Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights and the Cooperation Council for
the Arab States of the Gulf.

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) are indispensable partners in human rights protection, ranging
from small pressure groups to large international organizations. Their diverse roles include fighting individual
human rights violations, supporting "test cases" through legal channels, and offering direct assistance to victims
(e.g., humanitarian aid, legal advice). NGOs actively lobby for changes to national, regional, and international
law, contribute to the development of human rights legislation, and promote knowledge and respect for human
rights among the populace. Organizations like Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and the
International Committee of the Red Cross are renowned for their accurate monitoring and reporting of human
rights situations, with their reports often taken into account by the UN. They also engage in extensive
campaigning and advocacy, including letter-writing campaigns and public diplomacy, to bring about policy
changes. NGOs are crucial for ensuring that human rights policies are implemented worldwide and provide a
vital voice for marginalized and vulnerable communities.

4. Contemporary Challenges to Human Rights
a) The Rise of Authoritarianism and its Threat to Human Rights

The global landscape of human rights is currently facing a dire threat from the pervasive rise of authoritarianism.
Authoritarian regimes have become increasingly adept at co-opting or circumventing the international norms
and institutions designed to uphold basic liberties. These regimes also offer alternative models of international
support and investment, enabling would-be autocrats to consolidate power while disregarding principles of
transparency and fair competition.

A particularly insidious dimension of this challenge is the rise of "'digital authoritarianism," where states
leverage advanced digital technologies to surveil, repress, and manipulate their citizens. This represents a novel
and pervasive threat to human rights, moving beyond traditional physical repression to a systemic,
technologically-enabled control that undermines civil liberties, free expression, and the very fabric of
democratic participation. For instance, China's "Great Firewall" and high-tech suppression in Xinjiang, along
with Iran's adoption of digital surveillance, exemplify how these technologies are used to control populations
and stifle dissent. Russia has also tightened its control over the internet, mirroring these trends. Freedom of
expression, association, and assembly are systematically stifled through government control of
telecommunications infrastructure, blocking websites, and mass deletion of online content and user accounts.
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The use of artificial intelligence for extreme microtargeting and the efficient spread of misinformation further
amplifies these threats, potentially leading to new eras of digital surveillance and election manipulation.
Authoritarian states actively challenge universal human rights norms on the international stage. Countries like
Russia and China attempt to construct alternative human rights rules that favor autocracies, asserting concepts
like "human rights with Chinese characteristics” or arguing that universal declarations endanger "the existence
of the Fatherland”. They also actively work to bar human rights experts and NGOs from participating in UN
human rights reports, thereby closing off critical sources of information and analysis.

b) Refugee Crises and Forced Migration: Human Rights Implications

The world is currently grappling with an unprecedented scale of forced displacement, with over 122.6 million
people worldwide forcibly displaced due to persecution, conflict, violence, human rights violations, and severe
disturbances to public order. This figure has alarmingly doubled since 2010. The causes of this mass
displacement are complex and often interconnected, including armed conflicts and persecution, pervasive
poverty, and a lack of access to basic services such as healthcare, education, clean water, food, and adequate
housing.

A growing and particularly concerning driver of forced migration is the increasing impact of climate change
and environmental degradation. This increasing role of climate change as a driver of forced migration exposes
a significant gap in existing international human rights and refugee law, highlighting the urgent need for new
legal frameworks and protective measures for “climate migrants." Current international and regional refugee
law instruments do not specifically address the plight of people displaced by natural disasters. Addressing
climate-induced migration also becomes a matter of climate justice and historical responsibility, requiring
wealthier nations to be more responsive and share the burden. Migrants, especially those in irregular situations,
face disproportionate vulnerability to discrimination, exploitation, and marginalization. They often live and
work in the shadows, fearful of complaining, and are systematically denied their human rights-and fundamental
freedoms. The human rights violations they experience can encompass both civil and political rights, such as
arbitrary detention, torture, or a lack of due process, as well as economic, social, and cultural rights, including
access to health, housing, or education. Refugee women, in particular, are twice as vulnerable to sexual violence,
underscoring the gendered dimensions of this crisis.

c) Climate Change and Environmental Rights: Interconnected Challenges

Climate change represents one of the most pressing human rights challenges of our time, already negatively
impacting the full spectrum of human rights globally. The rights to life, food, water, health, housing, and cultural
rights are all directly threatened by rising temperatures, extreme weather events, and changing environmental
patterns.

A critical aspect of this challenge is its disproportionate impact. Countries and population groups with the fewest
resources to adapt are the most severely affected, despite having contributed the least to climate change. This
vulnerability extends particularly to indigenous peoples, whose way of life is inextricably tied to the natural
environment, making them highly susceptible to changes affecting their access to water, food, shelter, and even
their spiritual and cultural identity. Women, who often bear the primary responsibility for gathering essential
resources for their families in the poorest regions, face increased burdens due to droughts and resource scarcity.
Children are also highly vulnerable, experiencing increased malnutrition and diminished opportunities for
education due to climate impacts.

The manifestations of climate change have direct human rights consequences: rising sea-levels and storms
causes flooding, population displacement, salinization of freshwater resources, and the diminishment of
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habitable land. Increasing surface temperatures lead to a greater occurrence of diseases, while changing
precipitation patterns and melting glaciers affect water access, irrigation, and ultimately, food security.
Environmental justice is a critical component of this challenge, recognizing that environmental degradation and
climate change disproportionately impact communities of color and low-income communities globally. These
communities often bear the brunt of toxic facilities and face issues like contaminated drinking water and poor
air quality. Addressing climate change and environmental rights thus requires a holistic approach that integrates
civil rights, social justice, and equitable development.

d) Rights of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples: Persistent Vulnerabilities

While human rights are universal, the international human rights framework has progressively expanded to
include specific standards for minorities and indigenous peoples, recognizing their particular vulnerabilities and
ensuring their protection from discrimination. Despite these advancements, these groups consistently face
disproportionate impacts across various contemporary human rights challenges.

The recurring theme of "disproportionate impact” on minorities and indigenous peoples across various
contemporary challenges, including authoritarianism, climate change, and environmental justice, reveals that
existing systemic inequalities amplify the effects of new crises, making these groups not just vulnerable, but
often the first and most severely affected. This consistent vulnerability is not coincidental; it stems from pre-
existing systemic inequalities rooted in historical discrimination, marginalization, and a lack of political power.
When new crises emerge, these groups, already at a disadvantage, are hit harder and faster. Their rights are not
merely violated; their very existence, cultural identity, and means of subsistence are frequently threatened.

In authoritarian regimes, members of minority groups are particularly susceptible to severe human rights
violations. They are often subjected to mass arbitrary detention, pervasive surveillance, political indoctrination,
forced labor, forced abortions and sterilization, and the removal of children from their families, as tragically
exemplified by the repression of Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities in Xinjiang, China. Such actions represent
systematic efforts to eradicate their ethnic and cultural identity and religious beliefs.

Climate change poses an existential threat to many indigenous peoples, whose way of life is inextricably tied to
the natural environment. Environmental changes directly impact their access to water, food, and shelter, and for
many, their lands are central to their spiritual and cultural identity, meaning serious environmental changes can
threaten both their physical and spiritual survival. Similarly, in the context of environmental justice,
communities of color and low-income communities, which often include minority and indigenous groups,
disproportionately bear the burden of environmental degradation, such as exposure to toxic facilities and lack
of access to clean water and air.

Therefore, ensuring respect for the rights of indigenous peoples is paramount not only in climate responses but
also in all development projects. Their traditional knowledge and unique relationship with the environment are
crucial for sustainable solutions, and their rights must be protected through meaningful consultation and
participation.

e) Caste-Based Atrocities in India: A Deep-Rooted Human Rights Violation

Caste is a deeply entrenched, descent-based, and hereditary system in India that has historically justified
inhuman, cruel, and degrading treatment of over 165 million people, primarily the Dalit community (formerly
known as "Untouchables"). Despite robust constitutional and legal prohibitions, the persistent and widespread
nature of caste-based atrocities reveals a profound disjuncture between de jure human rights protections and de
facto social realities, highlighting the limitations of legal frameworks alone in dismantling deeply entrenched
systemic discrimination. The Indian Constitution, through Article 17, formally banned untouchability in 1950,
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and other articles prohibit discrimination based on religion, caste, gender, or place of birth. Furthermore, the
Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities Act) of 1989 outlaws specific offenses. However,
despite these legal safeguards, Dalits and Adiwasis continue to suffer widespread discrimination and
mistreatment, particularly in villages and rural communities. The persistence of atrocities, coupled with the
frequent failure of law enforcement to document, investigate, or adequately respond to Dalit complaints,
indicates that the problem lies not merely in the absence of law, but in the societal attitudes, power structures,
and institutional biases that undermine its enforcement. This suggests that caste-based discrimination is a
structural issue, deeply woven into the social, economic, and even administrative fabric, making it highly
resistant to purely legal remedies.

f) Gender-Based Violence and Inequality: A Global Pandemic

Gender-based violence (GBV) stands as one of the most prevalent human rights violations worldwide,
transcending social, economic, and national boundaries. It profoundly undermines the health, dignity, security,
and autonomy of survivors. This violence frequently begins early in women's lives, with nearly one in four
adolescent girls aged 15 to 19 having experienced physical and/or sexual violence from an intimate partner or
husband.

The deep connection between gender inequality and gender-based violence highlights that GBV is not merely
a criminal act but a pervasive human rights violation stemming from systemic power imbalances and harmful
societal norms, requiring a holistic approach that addresses root causes beyond punitive measures. The "drivers"
of violence against women are not individual pathologies but societal norms and attitudes that condone violence,
limit women's independence, and reinforce harmful gender roles. Key factors that consistently predict or "drive"
violence against women include men's control over decision-making and limitations on women's independence
in public and private life, rigid gender stereotyping and dominant forms of masculinity emphasizing aggression
and control, and male peer relations that promote aggression or "hypersexuality".

5) Pathways Ahead: Measures to Strengthen Human Rights
I.  The Enduring Role of the State in Upholding Human Rights

States remain the primary duty-bearers for human rights, holding the fundamental responsibility to promote,
protect, respect, and fulfill these rights within their jurisdiction. This enduring role necessitates the translation
of international human rights laws into tangible domestic commitments. Governments must actively integrate
human rights protections into their national legal frameworks, whether through specific human rights laws or
by embedding protections within individual pieces of legislation.

The emphasis on democratic processes, such as voting rights, peaceful assembly, and fair elections, as a
pathway for human rights protection underscores that the how of governance is as crucial as the what of
rights. Democratic mechanisms provide the essential avenues for citizens to claim and enforce their rights and
to hold the state accountable. Without the ability to vote freely, assemble peacefully, or express dissent without
fear, citizens lack the fundamental tools to demand that their rights be respected, protected, and fulfilled.
Democratic processes offer institutionalized pathways for accountability and redress, which are vital when
states fail in their human rights duties. This stands in stark contrast to the challenges posed by authoritarianism,
where these very mechanisms are systematically suppressed. A robust democratic framework, described as a
"practical engine of self-correction and improvement", allows for peaceful struggle towards human rights ideals.
When one part of the system falters, others can be utilized to repair and strengthen it, implying that strengthening
democratic institutions is a proactive measure for human rights resilience, preventing the escalation of violations
and ensuring a continuous pathway for improvement.
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To uphold human rights effectively, governments must ensure that human rights principles consistently guide
decision-making, laws, and policies. This includes:

e Protecting the right to vote without discrimination, ensuring that all eligible voters have accessible voting
options, and actively countering misinformation about polling procedures.

e Allowing unfettered monitoring by impartial, non-partisan election observers to ensure transparency and
fairness.

e Maintaining an established legal framework for elections that is conducive to free and fair processes,
avoiding last-minute changes that could undermine electoral integrity.

e Preventing voter intimidation and violence, with officials at all levels publicly condemning such acts and
law enforcement promptly and thoroughly investigating and prosecuting any violence against voters,
candidates, or election officials.

e Ensuring the right of peaceful assembly, presuming all assemblies to be nonviolent, and only restricting
them when strictly necessary and proportionate to achieve a legitimate goal, such as protecting the rights
of others or public order.

Furthermore, strengthening independent National Human Rights Institutions These institutions act as vital
bridges between civil society and the state, and between national and international human rights systems,
ensuring accountability and promoting a culture of rights at the local level.

Il.  Strengthening International Organizations for Enhanced Protection and Promotion

International organizations, particularly the United Nations, play a critical role in the global human rights
ecosystem and must continue to evolve their multi-faceted approach encompassing education, advocacy, and
legal enforcement. A key imperative for these organizations is to adapt their strategies and approaches to address
the complex and rapidly evolving human rights landscape, which now includes challenges posed by climate
change and new technologies.

The current architecture, largely developed in the post-WWII era, is under stress from new and complex threats
like digital authoritarianism and climate-induced migration. The proliferation of mandates and potential for
overlapping efforts can lead to inefficiencies and slow response times, making it harder to address
interconnected challenges effectively. This suggests that the sheer volume and complexity of the contemporary
human rights agenda demand a more streamlined and coordinated approach from international bodies. If
international organizations fail to adapt strategically, their legitimacy and effectiveness in protecting human
rights could be undermined, potentially leading to a decline in state cooperation and public trust. Therefore, the
pathway ahead for international organizations involves not just expanding their work, but critically evaluating
and reforming their internal structures and operational models to ensure they remain fit for purpose in a
fragmented and rapidly evolving world. By focusing on strategic adaptation, internal reform, and robust
collaboration with all stakeholders, international organizations can significantly enhance their capacity to
protect and promote human rights in the face of evolving global challenges.

I1l.  Fostering International Community Cooperation and Collective Responsibility

The principle of collective responsibility is fundamental to safeguarding human rights globally. All states,
irrespective of their political, economic, or cultural systems, share a duty to respect, protect, and fulfill human
rights for everyone, and as members of the international community, they bear a collective responsibility to
promote these rights worldwide. International cooperation is not merely desirable but essential for addressing
the transnational nature of many contemporary human rights challenges.
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The tension between the universal aspiration of human rights and the resurgence of nationalism and
unilateralism poses a fundamental threat to the principle of collective responsibility, risking a fragmentation of
the international human rights regime. Nationalism, by prioritizing narrow national interests over universal
human rights and collective action, directly undermines the foundations of international human rights law.
When powerful states withdraw from international bodies or challenge established norms—such as the US
abandoning its seat on the UN Human Rights Council or attempting to unilaterally redefine human rights, it
erodes the collective will necessary for effective enforcement. This weakening of cooperation creates a
permissive environment for human rights abuses, as states feel less pressure to comply with international
standards. If this trend continues, the international human rights regime risks fragmentation, where universal
standards are challenged by particularistic interpretations (e.g., "human rights with Chinese characteristics"),
and collective action becomes increasingly difficult. Therefore, the future of human rights protection critically
hinges on a renewed political commitment to multilateralism and the principle of shared responsibility.
International cooperation is vital for tackling complex global challenges that impact human rights, such as
climate change and refugee crises. These issues transcend national borders and require coordinated global
responses. Lessons from past successes in international cooperation, Reversing the trend of rising nationalism
and fostering a renewed commitment to multilateral engagement are paramount for strengthening the
international human rights system.

IV.  The Imperative for New People's Movements and Grassroots Mobilization

People's movements continue to be an indispensable force for resisting oppression and promoting social justice
in the contemporary world. Their enduring and evolving nature, particularly their adaptation to digital tools and
focus on emerging issues, signifies that civil society is not merely reactive but a proactive force in shaping the
future human rights agenda and holding new power centers accountable.

Grassroots mobilization is crucial for tackling the complex and evolving human rights challenges of the 21st
century. These movements are at the forefront of identifying and advocating for new human rights issues, such
as:

e Inequality and Social Rights: Pushing for equal access to quality education and addressing systemic
inequalities that undermine the enjoyment of various social rights.

e Rightto a Healthy and Sustainable Environment: Advocating for the universal recognition of this right,
which was notably absent from the original Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and ensuring that
human rights are respected in all climate action and environmental policies.

e Business, Human Rights, and Corruption: Combating corruption and ensuring that businesses uphold
human rights, particularly in contexts where government and commercial interests intersect, often leading
to severe violations. This proactive stance means civil society is shaping the future human rights agenda,
often ahead of state and intergovernmental bodies, and holding new power centers like corporations
accountable.

Movements amplify the voices of marginalized and vulnerable communities, bringing their experiences and
demands to national and international attention. They continue to employ a range of tactics, including protests,
digital activism, community organizing, and legal challenges, to raise awareness, effect change, and hold
powerful actors accountable. The adaptability of these movements, particularly in leveraging the internet and
social media, allows for rapid mobilization and global reach, circumventing traditional media gatekeepers.
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While states remain primary duty-bearers, movements increasingly hold corporations, international
organizations, and even other non-state actors accountable. This implies that the future of human rights
protection will rely heavily on strengthening the capacity and reach of these movements, recognizing them as
essential partners in global governance, and critically, protecting the civic space in which they operate from
undue restrictions and repression.

Conclusion

Human rights, fundamentally inherent, universal, and indivisible, constitute the bedrock upon which a just and
equitable global society must be built. The internationalization of these rights, spurred by the post-World War
Il imperative and solidified through the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and subsequent legally binding
covenants, has established a comprehensive legal and institutional framework. This framework has
progressively expanded to address specific vulnerabilities and ensure tailored protections for diverse groups,
moving from aspirational norms to enforceable obligations.

The protection of human rights is unequivocally a multi-stakeholder endeavor. States bear the primary
responsibility, obligated to respect, protect, and fulfill rights through robust domestic legislation, democratic
governance, and the strengthening of national human rights institutions. International organizations, particularly
the United Nations system and regional mechanisms, provide crucial oversight, accountability, and support,
facilitating cooperation and the development of international law. Crucially, vibrant people's movements and
grassroots activism serve as indispensable catalysts for change, driving progress from the bottom-up, shaping
agendas, and holding both state and non-state actors accountable.

However, the contemporary landscape presents formidable and interconnected challenges that amplify each
other. The pervasive rise of authoritarianism, increasingly leveraging digital surveillance, poses a systemic
threat to civil liberties, free expression, and democratic participation, eroding the very avenues through which
rights can be claimed. The escalating refugee crises and forced migration, significantly driven by climate
change, expose critical gaps in existing legal protections, leaving millions in legal limbo and highlighting issues
of climate justice. Deeply entrenched systemic discrimination, exemplified by persistent caste-based atrocities
and the global pandemic of gender-based violence, underscores the limitations of legal frameworks alone in
dismantling historical power imbalances and harmful societal norms:

Addressing these multifaceted challenges demands a renewed and unwavering commitment from all actors.
This pathway ahead requires states to reinforce their adherence to international obligations and strengthen
democratic institutions, which are essential enablers of human rights. International organizations must enhance
their efficiency and adaptability through strategic reform, ensuring their relevance and legitimacy in a rapidly
changing world. Fostering genuine international community cooperation is paramount to counter the resurgence
of nationalism and unilateralism that threaten the collective responsibility for human rights. Finally,
empowering and protecting grassroots movements is vital, as they continue to be a proactive force in identifying
emerging issues, amplifying marginalized voices, and driving the necessary shifts in political will and societal
norms towards universal dignity and justice for all. The future of human rights hinges on this collective,
dynamic, and persistent pursuit of a more equitable world.
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