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It is around 10:20 in the morning of February 

21st; more than forty drums beating; people 

enthusiastically cheering for what they have 

achieved, celebrating their liberation! 

Suddenly, drums stopped beating! Charles 

Sanson, the famous executioner, loosens his 

grip and the rope goes as the blade falls. The 

sound of the King Loui’s head falling marks 

the birth of human rights! The French nation 

is now liberated from the oppression of the 

monarch. The 18th century declarations were 

written one after another to perpetuate this 

triumph of Enlightenment: Emancipation. 

The Universal man was now liberated from 

the claws of the kings and the evil of pulpit 

once for ever! But the text of the declarations 

on the one hand and the behaviour of states 

on the other hand, were, to say the least, 

quite paradoxical. As the French were 

fascinated by the achievements of their 

revolution, they were also fortifying the 

pillars of their colonialism. The Americans, on 

the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, indulging 

their independence, were also pursuing their 

Right to Happiness in the next ship coming 

from “the gate of no return” in Africa. Today, 

if not worse, the situation is not any better. 

The gap between the poor and the rich has 

never been any greatest in history; 

holocausts, atrocities, civil wars, ethnic 

cleansings should make us rethink the 

mouth-filling jargons of lawyers, politicians, 

and academics; their words are mouth-filling 

but indeed hallow and empty. But what 

makes their words devoid of meaning and 

significance? Is it that the human rights 

enterprise is inherently inconsistent? Or the 

so-called proponents of human rights are 

being hypocritical? I would argue that both 

are true! 

*** 

The human rights enterprise, the mainstream 

human rights, is inconsistent, perhaps flawed, 

for a number of reasons:  
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Firstly, it has intellectual flaws: as we know, 

the modern notion of human rights is based 

on rationality, and the modern rationality is 

indeed different from the rationality and 

reason in ancient world. The modern 

rationality is divorced from divinity and 

virtually anything beyond the reach mankind! 

Human rights are rational! However, reason, 

or the idea of perfect reason, in antiquity was 

inaccessible to human beings, yet reason and 

nature were the source of inspiration for 

thinkers, jurists, and so forth. This could 

bring a sort of humility and humbleness to 

humans and whatever their intellectual 

products were. This is not the case for human 

rights today. We have killed God and divinity 

and replaced them with our worldly and 

mundane intellect, with human rights, the 

cornerstone of international law! But what 

was important about that humbleness? What 

is wrong with this detachment? This divorce 

between rationality and divinity - I would 

argue that this detachment can be – and has 

been- misleading for humans, deluding 

humans with misconceptions and 

misunderstandings. The modern man expects 

everything to be known and every problem to 

be solved by mankind’s reason! This is not 

possible. Once we accomplished the task of 

killing God, ‘man’ suddenly became the centre 

of almost everything. Human rights, for 

instance, are very much anthropocentric, as 

well. Not understanding humans in harmony 

with other species have brought about 

irreparable damages to humanity, as well as 

nature. The main reason human being is 

placed in the very centre of cosmos lies in our 

limited, yet arrogant, methods of 

understanding the world, all being too-

rational. This hegemonic discourse on the 

relationship between humans and others is 

also found among humans themselves. 

Classification, hierarchization, 

marginalization, and the process of 

“otheirng” are everywhere, all-pervasive and 

overwhelming. In fact, there is no such thing 



Page | 2  
 

as universal man; it is an abstract concept. I 

will get back to this shortly. As though there 

is no escape from this overwhelming process. 

This also exists in the heart of human rights 

intellectual and linguistic aspects, sometimes 

flagrantly. The modern notion of human 

rights, a product of the Western intellectual 

factory, is very Eurocentric. For instance, 

most of the drafters of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (1948) were 

coming from western background, whether 

education-wise, linguistically, or ethnically. 

An overwhelming number of the committee 

members were Anglophone 5 out of 9! I am 

pretty sure they were all speaking in English 

when they were negotiating and debating on 

the articles on out Universal rights! 

Linguistic limits are yet another source of 

inconsistency within human rights and the 

literature on human rights. We sometimes 

forget that human rights, after all, are 

linguistic products; for one thing, language is 

not capable of conveying all the meanings, 

secondly, a certain language is too limited a 

medium to discuss a concept, specifically 

when the subject is purported to be 

universal. It is ironic to merely utilize a 

certain language in order to discuss virtually 

any universal subject. Human rights were 

born to liberate humans from anguish and 

pain, from suffering and oppression – how 

can a certain language bear this burden? It 

cannot. The problem is that human rights are 

all-too-textual and it has become a barrier 

and a serious limit, making the promise of 

universality perish and fade away.    

On the other hand, one can argue that there is 

a high level of hypocrisy in human rights.  

Let’s go back to France, the Rights of Man and 

of Citizen, one of the terms used in that title is 

nearly nonsensical. Man! The “man” of 

declarations is an abstract and non-existing 

man, which we discussed earlier. The 

juxtaposition of Man with Citizenship is a key 

to unveil this hypocrisy. In other words, as 
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long as rights are granted based on human’s 

citizenship, there is no universal man., simple 

because there is yet no universal citizenship! 

We can even go as far as arguing that the very 

existence of State, hence citizenship, is in 

contradiction with, to say the least, 

universality of human rights. But we are all 

bound to think of human rights with the 

existence of States; States are still the most 

important actors in the realm of human 

rights. There is absolutely no sense of 

equality at the international level. And in 

such a hegemonic discourse, human rights, 

arguably a product of certain nation-states 

and certain languages and schools of thought, 

of course, will not be accepted by all humans, 

when even the term “right” is not translatable 

into many languages.  

The last hypocrisy about the human rights 

enterprise is about tolerance! We so often say 

that tolerance and diversity are values to be 

promoted. One can ask “are human rights 

tolerant of non-human rights alternatives? 

Let’s say some peoples, some nations, live 

under certain circumstances which are not 

necessarily acceptable within a human-rights 

standards and norms. Is the human rights 

enterprise even willing to hear about such 

alternatives? The answer is a clear NO! There 

is a limit to human rights tolerance. Human 

rights tolerate whatever is acceptable within 

the paradigm of human rights. In other 

words, as soon as you create a paradigm you 

then are only open to the products of this 

paradigm, tolerance is therefore meaningless, 

and used hypocritically.  To put it differently, 

we can even say that human rights today are 

a Religion. The religion of modernity, just like 

all other religions they have promised 

emancipation, liberation, and so on and so 

forth. To make it clearer we can think of an 

assumption, let’s assume that human rights 

verse democracy and the will of majority, 

now, which one should be favoured over the 

other? Which one should be sacrificed? 

Today, most of human rights norms and 
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standards cannot be changed through 

democratic means; the opinion of majority 

cannot change human rights. A few months 

ago in Massachusetts, one of the justices of 

the supreme court declared the death penalty 

unconstitutional, he said although a large 

portion of people still found this punishment 

just and fair but we abolish this sentence for 

respecting human rights culture. This is a 

shining example of supremacy of human 

rights; and supremacy reminds me of 

hierarchy! 

Now what is the conclusion? What are the 

measures and steps to be taken? If the human 

rights enterprise is hegemonic and incapable 

of pursuing sustained and long-lasting 

changes, should we go beyond human rights? 

If yes, what is beyond human rights? Yet 

another ideological product, to celebrate 

during yet another theatrical execution?! To 

be fair, I think the hypocrisy and 

inconsistency within human rights is not in 

its origins, but in its expression. In other 

words, human rights become flawed and 

inconsistent once they are expressed, and it is 

quite ironic that all the lawyers, academics, 

and politicians have a fetish to produce legal 

documents and instruments, with an illusion 

of securing human rights. The essentialist 

expression of human rights makes them futile 

and fruitless. Human rights then become the 

backyard for hypocritical politicians, for 

Donald Trumps and others. So what should 

we do? I think we need to diversify our 

expressions of human rights, and we need to 

go beyond the limited linguistic and 

intellectual paradigm of human rights. Today, 

with all the scientific findings we know that 

we understand little to nothing from the 

nature. We need to seize this unique chance 

to make ourselves humble one more time, 

and to be open towards everything that we 

today understand and we perhaps don’t. This 

is a task upon all of us. For long, we though 

humans are the only species that can talk, 

think, make instruments, etc. but today, there 
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is no room for such arrogant and human-

centric ideas. Our existence and happiness is 

entangled with the existence and well-being 

of all members of human society. Perhaps we 

need to drop the claim of universality in 

order to emancipate humanity from anguish 

and suffering. I would like to finish my talk 

with a poem from Sadi Shirazi, a Persian poet 

of 13th century: 

 

“Human beings are members of a whole 
in creation of one essence and soul. 
If one member is afflicted with pain 
other members uneasy will remain. 
If you've no sympathy for human pain 
the name of human you cannot retain!” 


