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Abstract 

The Indian perspective on human rights is significantly different from the western perspective of human rights. The Western 
perspective is more centred around the struggle for human rights while the Indian perspective is more inclined towards duties. 
Furthermore, the western perspective is relatively new as compared to the Indian perspective. The concept of ‘dharma’ and ‘karma’ 
has been elaborately discussed in this research paper. 

 
Keywords: Human Rights, Duties, Morality, Salvation, Ancient India, Status of Women, etc. 
 
Introduction 

The Indian perspective on human rights is different from the western perspective as the former (Indian perspective) is more 
focussed on doing one’s duties while the latter is more concerned with the struggle for rights. The Indian perspective stems largely 
from ‘Sanatan Dharma’ in which every human being be it man or woman is on its own journey towards ‘moksha’ (salvation) and is 
responsible for its own ‘karma’. If the ‘karma’ is good the result will be good and if the ‘karma’ is bad the result will be bad. Since 
‘Sanatan Dharma’ or eternal law believes in reincarnation till one face result of one’s actions, it exhorts every individual to be 
responsible for its behaviour. Hence, the stress is more on duties and doing the right thing and it believes that if everyone does their 
duties properly then automatically everyone will get rights. Thus, it upholds that rights and duties are mutually complementary and go 
hand in hand. Furthermore, it must be noted that unlike few religions which accorded inferior position to women because of their hand 
in ‘original sin’ (Harrison, 2007, 147-148), in ancient India deep respect was shown to feminine as manifestation of ‘Shakti’- one that 
embodies the entire energy of the universe and brings balance to it. In fact, worship of divine feminine forms was ingrained in the 
spiritual fabric of ancient India and from Indus Valley Civilization where worship of ‘Mother Goddess’ was an integral feature of the 
society to the Vedic age where Gods and Goddesses were worshipped equally and there are examples of many Goddesses, like, 
Goddess Lakshmi, Goddess Saraswati, Goddess Kali, and others who were one of the most important deities of that time. (Bryant, 
2007, 441) It must also be noted that the history of India is marked with notable achievements.  There are many examples of notable 
women in the Indian history who had some remarkable achievements to their name, for example, in ancient India, there were many 
women intellectuals like, Gargi, Maitreyi, Apala, Ghosha, etc; during medieval period there were powerful queens or administrators, 
like, Rani Durgavati, Rudrama Devi, Rani Chennamma, Jija Bai, Nur Jehan, Chand Bibi among other; during British rule there were 
Rani Lakshmibai, VeluNachiyar, Rani Chennamma who fought against the British valiantly. And even in the present times, we have 
many examples of women who have made a mark in every sphere of life. 
 
Concept of Human Rights in Ancient India 

The Indus Valley Civilization was one of the most advanced civilizations in ancient times and with its remarkable urban 
planning, organized housing and well-built roads, thriving trade, unique man-made structures, like, sophisticated drainage system, 
great bath and great granary, ports, etc, it became a hub of economic, social and cultural activities. Furthermore, the great stress on 
cleanliness and sanitation and rich social and public life for its citizens show that that good life for its people was the chief concern 
during those times. (Women…Civilization, 2020) 
 

The Vedic times had promotion of “dharma, artha,kama and moksha” usually  as the aims of the state and this finds mention 
in the Vedic literature developed during this period.(Altekar,1984, 47-49)The state was to promote dharma by fostering a feeling of 
piety and religiousness, by encouraging virtue and morality, by extending help to the establishments belonging to all religions and 
sects, by maintaining free hospitals and feeding houses for the poor and the decrepit and finally, by extending patronage to literature 
and sciences. The dharma played an important role in the ancient India. Dharma is a very significant term with multiple connotations 
and its meaning has evolved as ideas of Hinduism have developed through history and in the earliest texts it refers to cosmic laws that 
govern the universe. However, the concept of dharma most commonly refers to duties- duties towards oneself, one’s families, society 
and the entire world in general and the ideal of ancient Indian legal theory was the establishment of socio-legal order free from 
conflicts, exploitations and miseries. (Dhayani, 1992, 79) The antonym of dharma is adharma and it implies anything that is against 
nature, immoral, unethical, unlawful or wrong. The promotion of arthawas to be procured by encouraging trade, industry and 



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2022/11.10.02 
www.ijmer.in 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :8.017(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:10(1), October: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues) 
Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 

Article Received: 2nd October 2022   
 Publication Date:10th November 2022 

Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 
Digital Certificate of Publication: www.ijmer.in/pdf/e-CertificateofPublication-IJMER.pdf 

 

 
16 

 

agriculture, by developing national resources, by bringing fresh land under cultivation, by building dams and canals to make 
agriculture independent of rain, and by encouraging extensive and systematic working of mines. The state was to promote kama by 
ensuring peace and order, so that each individual may enjoy life undisturbed, and by offering encouragement to fine arts like music, 
dancing, painting, sculpture and architecture in order to promote aesthetic culture. The state was thus expected to maintain peace and 
order and promote moral, material and aesthetic progress of society. A.S. Altekar has summed by saying that the Vedic writers had 
practically recognised the ideal of perfect development of the individual to the full development of the society, when they laid down 
that it was the business of the state to promote dharma, artha, kama and moksha; only they have not used the modern technology. 
(Altekar,1949, 42-51)   
 

The Vedic literature as well as the two greatest epics in ancient India- Ramayana and Mahabharata are full of examples 
where dharma was considered supreme and even kings were not above it and there was a lot of emphasis on Rajadharmain order to 
save the society from political disorder, social chaos and injustice. Kings were supposed to take an oath to never act in an arbitrary 
manner and always follow whatever is dictated by ethics. According to Rajadharma, the King was given the power only to enforce the 
law. Dharmasastras did not confer on or recognize any legislative power in the King and the laws were laid down by the 
Dharmaśāstras themselves and they did not authorize the King to lay down new laws or amend provisions of the Dharmaśāstras. 
(Mandagadde, 2010, 13) In Valmiki’s Ramayana the power of the king consists not in the size of the army or richness of armoury, but 
in his steadfastness in adhering to dharma. (Freeman, 1949, p. 29-43) Lord Rama, the male protagonist, of Ramayana, is the rational 
reflection of the theory of dharma that enlightens humanity as its essence. His sense of duty towards his father made him renounce his 
claim to throne and a luxurious princely life, Sita’s sense of duty towards her husband made her embrace forest-life full of discomforts 
and hardships even when she could have easily stayed back and enjoy the comforts of royal life. Lakshman sense of duty too made 
him ditch a comfortable life in the palace and accompany his brother to the forest. Bharat sense of duty towards his brother made him 
put the Khadau (slippers) of his elder brother Ram on the throne during his absence and wait for him to return back to Ayodhya and 
assume his duties as the king.  Thus, the depiction of duty witnessed in Ramayanis incomparable (Gogoi, 2020, p. 1-4) Shantiparva, 
the twelfth book of Mahabharata, has been deeply studied for its treatises on jurisprudence, prosperity and success. The Shantiparva 
elaborates in detail the duties of the ruler, dharma and good governance, as counseled by the dying Bhishma and various rishis to 
Yudhistir after the war is over and Yudhistir ascends to the throne. (Freeman, 1959, p. 29-43) BhagwadGita, one of the most revered 
books in Hinduism upholds righteousness as the very essence of dharma and it proclaims that one should not worry about or be 
desirous of results, rather one should focus on doing his karma, thus once again asserting the importance of duties in one’s life. 
Furthemore, the principle of karma (meaning action, work or deed) upholds that good deeds and actions on the part of the individual 
contributes to good karma and results in happier rebirths while bad deeds contribute to bad karma resulting in bad and miserable 
rebirths. (Becker & Becker, 2001,678) 
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