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Abstract
“H uman rights”  is  a  hot issue o f d iscussion these

days. The  W estern  W orld  and the U SA  has

become the champion of the course of huma n

rig hts now -a-days . The M uslim countries are

being  show ered w ith  the bitter  critic ism for their

disregard of basic  human rights  and civ il

liberties. The  M uslim w orld  is  being  b la m ed for

their  oppressive  a ttitude tow ards the cit izens and

their  m inorities. M uslims are  considered  as

flagrant v io lator of fundamenta l r ig hts  of their

c it izens. This is  a  matter o f great concern  that

the M uslims are  accused of v io latio n  of human

rights today w hile  their  re lig ion w as  the  founder

in  the h istory  of mankind in  granting  human

rights not only  to  M uslims but a lso  to  non-

M uslims and slaves. Even the U N O  and the

constitutions o f modern democratic  sta tes do  not

concede as  much rights as  Is lam has granted  to

its M uslims and  non-M uslims c itizens. This

paper  d ea ls w ith  the basic  and different

approach of the W est and Islam about h u m a n

rights . It  also h ighl ights  to  bring  home to

M uslims  that  the ir  re lig ion  has  g ra n ted

innumerable r ights  and freedom, and they  should

r i s e  u p  a n d  d i s c h a r g e  t h e i r  d u t i e s  i n

implementing  these  r ig hts to  escape from harsh

attitude o f developed  nations.
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H uman rights are  the  rights and  freedom of all

human beings. R ights are  those  conditions o f life

without which man cannot be  a t h is  b est tha t is

needed  to  the  adequa te  deve lopment and  expression

of h is personality. A G rammar of Politics holds  tha t

“every sta te  i s  known by the  r ights it  maintains”

(Chaudary, 1993) . T he  U N O  charter def ines human

righ ts  as  “those rights  which are  inherent in  our

nature  and without  which  we cannot live  as human

beings”  (Q ureshi,  2004). 

T he  issue  o f human rights, the  treatment o f

individual and groups  of indiv iduals has a  longer

historical genesis than environmental issues, but its

global dimensio n  is of  more recent  vintage. B efore

Second  W orld  W ar, re la tions between a  s ta te  and  the

ind iv idua ls and  within the  sta te  were  la rge ly tha t o f

sta te’s concern . O ver the  ind iv idual, the  sta te  had

abso lute  sovere ignty. T he peo p le  in the  W est are  in

the hab it of  a ttr ibuting every beneficial development

in the  world  to  themselves. For example , it  is

c la imed  tha t the  world  first derived  the  concep t o f

basic  human rights from the  “M agna  Carta” o f

B rita in  that was d rawn up  s ix  hundred  years  after  the

advent of Islam (Chaudhary, 1993). B ut the  truth is

tha t unti l  seventeenth century, no  one  dreamt of

arguing tha t “M agna Carta”  conta ined the  pr inc ip les

of tr ia l by jury .  T he  W est had no concept of human

and  civic  r ights  before  the seventeenth century; and

it was not until the  end  of e ighteenth century that the

concep t took a  p ractical m eaning in  the constitutions

o f  the W est. In  the middle  o f twent ie th  century, the

U nited  N ations, m ad e a  D eclara tion  of U niversa l

H uman Rights  and  passed  a  reso lution condemning

genocide. B ut desp ite  a ll the  reso lutio ns  of U N O ,

human rights continue  to  be  vio la ted . I t was adop ted

by U N G eneral Assembly on D ecember 10 , 1948  and

m e ant to  p ro c la im a  common stand a rd  o f

achievement  for  the people  and  all the nations

(P arveen, 1990). 

I t i s  interesting to  study the Islamic and  W estern

approaches towards human r ights , and  to  analyze the

rea l d ifference . T he  last address o f the  H oly P rophet

(PB H U ) is  very important sta tem ent regarding

H uman Rights  o f Islam which canno t be ignored in

the  modern  world . T he H oly Prophet (P B U H ) sa id

“Allah created  you from one male and  fem ale  and

made yo u in to  tr ibes  and nations, so  that you are

known to  one  another . V erily in  the r igh t  o f Allah,

the most honoured amongst you is  the one who  is  the

most G od fearing (Q ureshi, 2004) .B esides, U N O

H uman rights dec la ra tion, sta tements and  ana lysis o f

experts  at  internet  or  pub lished  in newspapers,

journals,  magazines and  books are  also  very useful.

W e are  liv ing in  the  age of communication  tha t has

brought to  us a lo t o f information.  N ever the less,

with all the  possib le  information technology at our

d isposal,  we have no t been ab le  to  make a  b reak-

through in understand ing hum an beings around  us.

W e d ivide human beings based on ethnicity, co lour ,

language, re ligion and  culture . Even in multi-

re ligious and  m ulti cultura l communities; we  do  no t

try to  learn directly from our  neighbours about

re lig ions, culture  and socia l backgrounds. T his lack

of understanding on the  par t of people  has o ften  led

to  misgivings about one  ano ther . Some of the recent

d iscussions on human r ights  o f the M uslims have

come forwarded  in  the W est. N ow-a-days the

M u s l i m s  a r e  p r o j e c t e d  a s  e x t r e m i s t  a n d

fundamentalists.  V ery li t tle  effo rts are  made to
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enquire  the M uslims or  consult Islamic teachings

direc tly about what they rea lly be lieve and prac tice .

As for as Is lamic re ligion is concerned , human rights

mean those  r ights granted  by G od. Rights granted  by

kings or  legisla tive  assemblies can  be  withdrawn as

easily as  they are  conferred; but  no  ind ividua l  and

no  institution has the a u t h o r i t y  t o  w i t h d r a w  th e

rights conferred  by G od. T he  Charte r o f U N O  cannot

be compared  with the r ights  sanctioned  by God; the

fo rmer are  no t ob liga tory on anybody, while  the

latter  are  an integra l part  o f the  Islamic faith.  A ll

adminis tra tors  who  claim to  be  M uslims have to

accep t, recognize and enforce them. If they fail,  the

ve rd ic t of the  H oly Q uran is  unequivocal. “T hese

who  do  not  judge  by what G od  has  sent down are  the

d isbel ievers  (5:44)” (M awdoodi, 1998) .

An Islamic s ta te  may be se t  up  anywhere on the

earth . Islam does no t seek to  restr ic t human r ights o r

pr iv ileges to  the  boundaries of such a  sta te . Islam

has la id  down much stress on  universa l fundamenta l

r ights  fo r  human ity that are  to  be  observed  and

respected  in  a ll c ircumstances. For  example , human

blood  is  sacred  and  may no t be sp illed  without

strong just ifica tion.  I t is  no t permissib le  to  oppress

women, child ren, old people , the  s ick or  the

wounded; women’s honour and  chastity m us t be

respected ; the  hungry must be fed  irrespective  o f

whether they belong to  the Is lamic community o r  are

from amongst i ts enem ies (M awdoodi,  1998). A ll

these  type  of p rovisions have  been la id  down by

Islam as  fundamental r ights  fo r  every man by vir tue

of h is sta tus as a  human being .  I s lam  has la id  down

certain r ights  fo r  a ll non-M uslims who  may be living

within the  boundaries o f an Islamic state ,  and  rights

necessarily fo rm a par t o f  the Islamic constitution.

T he life,  p roperty and  honour o f non-M uslims are  to

be  respected  and protec ted  in  exactly the  sam e way

as tha t of a  M uslim citizen. T here  is  no  d ifference

betw een a  M uslim and  a  non M uslim citizen in

respect o f c ivil o r crimina l l aws . Islam insists  on

no thing less than b ro therhood  of man. Q uran says,

“All men are  a  single na tion” (2 :213) (Q ureshi,

1989). 

T he  H o ly  Q uran reveals the  real definition of a

M uslim society very beautifully in  the fo llowing

verse . “Y eh, whoever submits himself entire ly to

Allah , and he  is  the  doer o f good to  the  o ther, he has

his  reward from his  Lo rd” (11 :12)  (Q ureshi, 1989) .

Islam’s concept o f human r ights is  based on the  idea

of human dign ity  and equality of mankind. Islam

lays so  m uch  s tress and  emphasis on equality of all

human beings that no  other re ligion o r system has

ever excelled  Islam in  th is respect.  T he  H oly Q uran

says, “O  mankind , be careful to  your  duty to  your

Lord  who created  you from a single soul and  from it

crea ted  its  mate  and from them twain  hath  spread

abroad  a  multi tud e  of men and  women”  (4 :1)

(Chaudhary, 1 9 9 3) .  Is lam conferred numerous

rights on mankind  in re ligious, m ora l,  legal,

eco no m ic , soc ia l and  po litical fie lds. I ts  idea o f

human rights and  liberties is  universal and  unifo rm,

and  transcends al l bar riers of geography and  times.

In  a true  Islamic  sta te , these  rights would  be  enjoyed

by all  i ts citizens and  cannot be  vio lated  by the  state

or  by ano ther  ind ividual. N o  war , no emergency and

no  crisis can autho rize  anybody inc lud ing  the  s tate

to  suspend or  abrogate  the  fundamenta l r ights g iven

by the  H oly Quran and  the  Sunnah to  the  M uslim

and non-M uslim c itizens. T he  H oly Q uran says ,

“God forbids  you not , with regards  to  those who

fight you no t fo r (your)  fa ith  no t d rive  you out o f

your homes, from dealing kind ly and  justly with

them: fo r G od  loveth those  who are  just” . (9 :8 )

(Q utb , 1995).   

D esp ite  a ll facts, the  W est is  being given cred i t  a s

the  champion of human rights igno r ing  the  fac t tha t

Islam has g iven even more  rights some fourteen

hundred years ago; while  the  concept of basic  human

rights took its p resent sha p e only recently in

W estern countries . N o  doubt, Islam as  wel l as  the

W est a ttaches much importance to  human r ights  and

fundamenta l freedom of mankind, ye t the ir  approach

to  the  prob lem of human rights is basically d ifferent.

T he d ifference  lies in  the  fac t tha t Islamic  approach

is  p r imarily re ligious approach that tackles  the issue

of human rights from an angle of man’s  r e la tion to

G od, while W estern  attitude towards human rights is

secular and based upon the  re la tions of man to  man

and citizen to  sta te . In  o ther wo rds , the  d ifference

be tween the  two approaches perta ins to  the ir  idea o f

po litical sovereignty. In  Islam, sovereignty be longs

to  G od  and h is commandments are  the  supreme law.

Position and  p lace  of man on  e a r th  is that of a

K halifa.  O n the contrary, in m o d ern  democracies,

people  a re  r egard ed  a s  so vereign and  the

constitutions framed  by their  rep resentatives  are

regarded  as  supreme. In  Islam, hum an r ights  and

civil liber ties  have been d efined , demarcated  and

granted  by God and  H is  M essengers  which are

sacred  and  invio lab le . T hese  r ights in  no  way can be

w ithd rawn,  m o d ifie d ,  r e d uc ed ,  a m e nd e d  o r

suspended . However, the  leg islatures o f Is lamic

states  have power to  add  or  give more righ ts

according to  the  changed c ircumstances, provided

the add itional r ights  in  no  way contravene the

commandments  o f the H oly Q uran and the Sunnah.

O n the  o ther hand, r ights in  the  W est have  been

ob ta ined by the  peop le  from their  ru lers after a  grea t

tussle  and  hectic  s truggle . T hese rights  are

withdrawn on one pretext o r  the  o ther. T he  scope of

the  fundamental rights in  the  modern  W estern  state

is very much limited  a nd  no t universal.  M r. A .K .

B rohi,  an eminent scho lar has d ifferen tia ted  bo th

approaches to  human r ights  in  his  ar tic le .  “In the



Irshad  and  M ahmood

32

W est, concern  for  the  indiv idual spr ings from an

anthropocentric  view of the  W orld  in which man is

measure  of a ll th ings. In  Islam, the  v iew is the  T heo

centr ic : God  is sup reme and  man exists so lely to

serve H im” (Chaudhary, 1993). 

U nfo r tunately, the  M uslims have no t been ab le to

practice  what  they preach  a nd  be lieve. T his  is  the

matter of grea t regre t  tha t the  M uslims as well as

Is lam is accused  of the  vio lation of human rights

today while  Islam was  the  p ioneer in  the  histo ry o f

mankind  in granting  human rights and  civil libert ies.

T his  w as all done without any demand  or  without

any struggle  o n  the  part  of ci tizens,  bu t in the west

people  had  to  fight fo r  their  r ights . T he need  of  hour

is  tha t the  M uslims should  fort ify themselves aga inst

the  growing strength  of W estern  Orienta l ism which

has traditionally been hostile  to  the  re lig io-po litica l

doctr ines  of Islam .  Its  cr itic ism is  more dangerous

today, because  it is no t limited  to  the  scho larly

c irc les but it  has a lso  pene tra ted  deep  into  the

popular  sentiments  o f the W estern masses . In  recent

years , the W estern med ia devo tes  a  lo t of  time and

ta lent in  instiga ting built-in  re ligious p re jud ice o f

the  people aga ins t Is lam. In  these  circumstances, i t

becomes the  duty of every true  believer to

demonstra te  by h is thoughts and charac ter tha t Islam

has enough vita lity to  wrestle  successful ly  with the

problems of a ll ages. T he  best way to  do  so  is  to  se t

an example about the  p ractica lity o f the  Islamic

princip les.  
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