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The concept of Human Rights as we know it today has very recent history. 

The belief that governments are obliged to respect the fundamental equality and 
autonomy of all individuals is an idea that just began to achieve currency in the 20th 

century - and is still in its infancy today. The idea of ‘Human Rights’ has gained 
ground all over the world during the last 300 years. The term ‘Human Rights’ refers 
to the idea that all human beings, irrespective of who they are - their caste, gender, 
religion, country etc. whether they are law abiding or criminals, have certain basic 
rights which cannot be denied to them. Two of these rights are very important in the 
context of poverty - the right to dignified life and the right to liberty and freedom. 
The right to life means that all human beings have a right to live and live in such a 
way that their human dignity is not compromised. The right to liberty and freedom 
means that they can do, believe and speak out what they want without fear. 

The paper highlights the movements in USSR, anti-nuclear and anti-war 
movements, and also in India. 
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Human Rights through Social Movements  

It is important to note the background of Social Movements. The world during 
the first half of the 20th century was dominated by the great wars, revolutions, 
emergence of German Fascism, Soviet Socialism, Western liberalism, national 
liberation movements etc. However, with the end of the Second World War and the 
independence of colonies and semi-colonies like India, China, Indonesia, Nigeria and 
Egypt by mid 1950s a new era began in the world. This was an era of economic 
growth and prosperity for most of the countries, but also of growing tensions in many 
countries. Sections of societies which had long been denied equal rights came out 
asserting their rights and started social movements. 
Human Rights Movements in the USA 

One of the most important such movements was the American Civil Rights 
Movement. It fought for equal treatment of Afro-Americans and against rules that 
permitted segregation of blacks and whites in schools, buses, and public places and 
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discriminated against them in appointments, housing, and even voting rights. This 
movement reached its height during the 1960s. It was largely non-violent and took the 
form of massive demonstrations, marches, ‘civil disobedience’ and boycott of 
discriminatory services. One of the important actions was the year long boycott of 
buses by Blacks in Montgomery led by Dr. Martin Luther King. This caused a huge 
loss to the bus company and eventually forced the court to ban segregation in buses in 
1956. At the same time a powerful movement was going on for ending segregation in 
schools, (black and white children had to go to different schools). On 28th August 
1963, more than two lakh people marched to Washington demanding the passage of 
Civil Rights Act and demanding among other things generation of full and fair 
employment, decent housing, the right to vote, and adequate integrated education in 
which whites and blacks could study together. This was addressed among others by 
Dr. Martin Luther King. These laws were subsequently passed. This became an 
inspiration all over the world for leading non-violent social movements for reform and 
change. 
Human Rights Movements in the USSR 

In those days the USSR and the countries of Eastern Europe which were within 
the sphere of influence of the USSR had a government which did not allow free multi-
party elections, free uncensored press or media, or even freedom of expression or 
movement for ordinary people. These governments were constantly under fear of 
conspiracies to destabilize them and kept a close control over all activities of people. 
As people were tired of such controls many movements for human rights like freedom 
of expression, movement and free press took place in different parts of USSR and 
Eastern Europe. These movements for human rights had many shades of differences. 
Some of these trends called for greater freedom for common people, while others 
sought to dismantle the socialist system as it existed in these countries. Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn, the famous writer and Andrei Sakharov, the nuclear scientist were 
important leaders of this movement. Under the influence of these and other 
movements a new leadership emerged in the USSR under President Gorbachev who 
initiated a process of reform called Glasnost to bring greater freedom for the people. 
Anti-nuclear and Anti-war Movements 

The 1970s and I 980s saw a new kind of movement - the movement against 
war and nuclear arms. The entire world was witness to the horrors of nuclear 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. Despite this leading 
superpowers like the USA, USSR, Britain and France began building arsenals of 
nuclear weapons justifying it as a means of deterring the other powers from using 
them. Those were the days of intensive Cold War between the USA and USSR and 
also American war with Vietnam. The entire world was constantly in fear of the 
break of another World War. It was feared that if a war broke out and nuclear 
weapons were used entire mankind would be wiped out of the earth. Thousands of 
scientists and intellectuals from across the world campaigned for abolishing a nuclear 
weapons and insisted that USA and USSR come to an agreement and end the futile 
Arms Race. 

During the early 1970s as more and more American soldiers returned from 
Vietnam with serious doubts about the wisdom of bombing innocent people who in 
no way posed a threat to the Americans. More and more Americans were also 
unhappy about sending their children to war in distant Vietnam. Thus mass protests 
swept across America against the Vietnam-War.  This  eventually forced the US 
government to end the war and leave Vietnam in 1975. The success of this campaign 
inspired peace movements across the world. 
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The nuclear arms race intensified after the end of Vietnam War as more and 
more countries competed with each other to stockpile nuclear arms. Massive protests 
took place against the policies of the governments demanding that they begin 
negotiation with other governments to reduce nuclear arms and work toward peace. 
As a result of these pressures the USA and USSR, the main competitors in the arms 
race, began talks to cut down their nuclear arsenal. Finally a treaty was signed in 
1991 which is called Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START). Its final 
implementation in late 2001 resulted in the removal of about 80 percent of all 
strategic nuclear weapons then in existence. A little after the signing of the treaty the 
USSR was dissolved and in its place a new Russian state was formed. With this 
ended the long period of Cold War and the constant threat of a catastrophic World 
War. This did not however mean the end of war or violence between countries as we 
have witnessed disastrous wars in Eastern Europe, Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Human Rights Movements in India 

Many movements started in India related to the life and protection of people 
and environment. 
Bhopal Gas Disaster related movements 

You must have read about the great tragedy which happened in Bhopal in 1984. 
A poisonous gas leaked out of the Union Carbide factory. Thousands of people lost 
their lives and many more are still suffering from its ill effects. This was perhaps the 
worst industrial disaster in the world. Right from the beginning the people of Bhopal 
nave been fighting for four main demands; Proper medical treatment of the victims; 
adequate compensation for them based on international standards as the company was 
a multinational company; fixing criminal responsibility for the disaster on the 
management of the multinational company; and finally steps to prevent such disasters 
in the future. While they have succeeded to some measures, they are still a long way 
before they can claim to have achieved all the major demands. 
Movements against Dams on the Naramada River 

When government proposed Sardar Sarovar Project for constructing a dam on 
the Narmada River, the people in the area strongly opposed it. They argued that if you 
actually accounted for all the expenditure and all the losses incurred in terms of 
forests, animals, fields and villages, investment in the dams did not yield adequate 
results. People started a movement called Narmada Bechao Andolan (NBA) that 
organized people’s movement in the Narmada Valley against the dam. 

Initially the Sardar Sarovar Project was expected to be built with money 
borrowed from World Bank. After intense protests, mobilisation, marches, hunger 
fasts and an international campaign World Bank decided to withdraw its funding. 

Though it failed in its attempt at stopping the building of Sardar Sarovar dam, 
the NBA movement succeeded in forcing everyone to rethink about the utility of 
large construction projects that interfered with nature on such a large scale. It forced 
government to consider giving adequate compensation for such ‘development 
induced displacement’ of people. 
Silent Valley Movement (1973-85) 

When it was proposed to build a dam across two rivers flowing in the Silent 
Valley in Western Ghats in Kerala, many educated people realised that this would be 
disastrous for the rare species of animals and plants that lived in that valley. 
Gradually, a major movement developed against the dams and in favour of saving the 
Silent Valley. They went to the court and appealed against clear felling of trees in the 
project area and Kerala High Court ordered stopping of clear felling. In view of the 
severe protests the government finally decided to give up the dam project and convert 
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the Silent Valley into a National Park in 1985.  
Right to Information Movement in India 

In India, the government programmes which are undertaken to benefit the 
poor and remove poverty often do not reach the needy and the funds get diverted. A 
major reason for this is corruption. One major reason why corruption thrives is that 
the common people do not have proper information about the programmes and how 
they are being implemented. So, they started social movements for getting 
information. A group of people in Rajasthan, organized themselves under the banner 
of Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) and demanded information. There was 
no legal provision to take details of information from government to the people. 
Initially these documents were collected with the help of officials. People evaluated 
these documents through public meetings. Soon officials began to resist the idea of 
disclosing the information. This led to a people’s movement, with rallies and marches 
for the next three years, many years of struggle a law making it compulsory to give 
official information was made in the state of Rajasthan in 1995. During the next years 
many other states also adopted similar laws. And at the national level, The Right to 
Information Act (RTI) was passed by the Parliament in 2005. Social Movements have 
raised diverse demands cutting across strict boundary of environment or human 
rights. Their arguments borrow from these different principles. You may notice that 
Mahaliya and Luther King too were raising elements of human rights ideals. While 
raising the questions of environment and equality. In some context-movements resist 
changes that are forced upon them. Others like Martin Luther King or Meira Paibi 
demand for change. Social movements often distance from individual political parties, 
and are more united under a single cause. Its members may belong to different 
political parties. Often their programmes are envisaged through participatory and 
democratic manner. Social movements arise when people of a region or of a cause fed 
that their expectations have been unmet by the larger political systems that is 
prevalent in a country. Though much has been achieved by the social movements in 
safeguarding human rights, much more remains to be done as there is indiscriminate 
violation of human rights all over the world. 
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