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Agenda-The Threat to Human 
Rights posed by Militant Nation-

alism 

Letter from the Executive Board

Dear Delegates, 
We feel elated to have you all in our committee. The Human Rights Council at 
Step by Step MUN will be discussing “The Threat to Human Rights posed by 
Militant Nationalism” as the agenda for the course of  the three days. We en-
courage you to debate holistically keeping all perspectives of  the agenda in 
mind. The Executive Board will be welcoming of  any suggestions by the dele-
gates for conduction of  debate. We see this as an opportunity for co-creation of  
meaning of  important phenomena from the viewpoint of  policy-making like na-
tionalism, threat, human rights, militancy and so on. It is a platform where we, 
in our individual capacity, can ensure that we actively make a difference to this 
theme.  
We all know the importance of  rights. At the same time, we all know how these 
rights have always been under threat. So does that mean every threat to a right 
is required to be addressed? If  we shall go into depth, we all shall realise that 
every second some or the other kind of  threat dawns upon the rights we hold 
dear. But does that mean that every threat is big enough in its magnitude that it 
needs to be looked upon? Or do you think that some baseline needs to be estab-
lished to evaluate threat? Historical narrative is full of  acts of  nationalism but 
the term nationalism was coined somewhere around the 17th century.  In the 
recent past, however, the world has witnessed a spate of  militancy which has 
taken nationalism to a whole new level, be it ISIS, Burhan Wani in the context 
of  Kashmir, South Sudan etc. One of  the primary reasons for rise of  militancy 
in various countries is that certain sections of  society are claiming for the rights 
guaranteed to them by their own State. This leads to debate over restoration of  

	 	 "2



rights. Do you think that the path used for restoration of  rights is correct in the 
light of  consequences it has i.e. the infringement of  rights of  other individuals? 
This complexity often ends up in division of  views whether or not rights were 
infringed upon or not. Is it justified to infringe rights in the hope of  proclaiming 
a good future? The simulation at this MUN aims to understand this complexity 
of  the situation through multiple dimensions and reach a shared understanding 
of  the threshold for militant nationalism.  
We see this opportunity as a chance to sensitise each other with our respective 
thoughts and enable a shared learning environment. We also see this as an expe-
rience where each one of  us would be able to question our biases towards these 
words. We believe that this simulation will end up facilitating decision making in 
an individual life’s and affecting everyday experiences as well. It would help us 
all to reflect and realise the deep-rooted nature of  our thoughts and the intensity 
with which we hold them true. At the end of  three days, we all wish to see you a 
step ahead of  what you were a few days before. Our focus on the committee will 
be debate that includes, but is not limited to, understanding of  the problem, ar-
ticulation, solution etc. We shall also be taking into account your manner and 
method alongside your matter. Success or failure of  the committee does not de-
pend on passing of  a document. Cooperation to understand each other and ac-
commodate viewpoints is what ensures quality. We humbly ask you for your 
support to make these three days a memorable learning experience for all of  us. 
Feel free to contact us anytime. 

Regards, 
Executive Board 
United Nations Human Rights Council 
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Human Rights Council

The Human Rights Council is an inter-governmental body within the United 
Nations system responsible for strengthening the promotion and protection of  
human rights around the globe and for addressing situations of  human rights 
violations and make recommendations on them. It has the ability to discuss all 
thematic human rights issues and situations that require its attention throughout 
the year. It meets at the UN Office at Geneva. 
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History

The Council is made up of  47 United Nations Member States which are elected 
by the UN General Assembly. The Human Rights Council replaced the former 
United Nations Commission on Human Rights. The Council was created by the 
United Nations General Assembly on 15 March 2006 by resolution 60/251. Its 
first session took place from 19 to 30 June 2006. One year later, the Council 
adopted its "Institution-building package" to guide its work and set up its proce-
dures and mechanisms. 
Among them were the Universal Periodic Review mechanism which serves to 
assess the human rights situations in all 
United Nations Member States, the Ad-
visory Committee  which serves as the 
Council’s “think tank” providing it with 
expertise and advice on thematic human 
rights issues and the  Complaint Proce-
dure which allows individuals and organ-
isations to bring human rights violations 
to the attention of  the Council. 
The Human Rights Council also works 
with the UN Special Procedures established by the former Commission on Hu-
man Rights and now assumed by the Council. These are made up of  special 
rapporteurs, special representatives, and independent experts and working 
groups that monitor, examine, advice and publicly report on thematic issues or 
human rights situations in specific countries. 
	  

What are Human Rights?

Human rights are rights inherent to all human be-
ings, whatever our nationality, place of  residence, sex, 
national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, language, 
or any other status may be. We are all equally entitled 
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to our human rights without discrimination. These rights are all interrelated, in-
terdependent and indivisible. 
Universal human rights are often expressed and guaranteed by law, in the forms 
of  treaties, customary international law, general principles and other sources of  
international law. International human rights law lays down obligations of  Gov-
ernments to act in certain ways or to refrain from certain acts, in order to pro-
mote and protect human rights and fundamental freedoms of  individuals or 
groups. 

The Universal and the Inalienable 

The principle of  universality of  human rights is the cornerstone of  international 
human rights law. This principle, as first empha-
sised in the Universal Declaration on Human 
Rights in 1948, has been reiterated in numerous 
international human rights conventions, decla-
rations, and resolutions. The 1993 Vienna 
World Conference on Human Rights, for ex-
ample, noted that it is the duty of  States to 
promote and protect all human rights and fun-

damental freedoms, regardless of  their political, economic and cultural systems. 

All States have ratified at least one, and 80% of  States have ratified four or 
more, of  the core human rights treaties, reflecting consent of  States which cre-
ates legal obligations for them and giving concrete expression to universality. 
Some fundamental human rights norms enjoy universal protection by custom-
ary international law across all boundaries and civilisations. 
Human rights are inalienable. They should not be taken away, except in specific 
situations and according to due process. For example, the right to liberty may be 
restricted if  a person is found guilty of  a crime by a court of  law. 

The Interdependent and the Indivisible: 
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All human rights are indivisible, whether they are civil and political rights, such 
as the right to life, equality before the law and 
freedom of  expression; economic, social and 
cultural rights, such as the rights to work, so-
cial security and education, or collective rights, 
such as the rights to development and self-de-
termination, are indivisible, interrelated and 
interdependent. The improvement of  one 
right facilitates advancement of  the others. 
Likewise, the deprivation of  one right adverse-
ly affects the others.   

The Equal and the Non-Discriminatory

Non-discrimination is a cross-cutting principle 
in international human rights law. The principle 
is present in all the major human rights treaties 
and provides the central theme of  some of  in-
ternational human rights conventions such as 
the International Convention on the Elimina-
tion of  All Forms of  Racial Discrimination and 
the Convention on the Elimination of  All Forms 
of  Discrimination against Women.   

The principle applies to everyone in relation to 
all human rights and freedoms and it prohibits discrimination on the basis of  a 
list of  non-exhaustive categories such as sex, race, colour, and so on. The princi-
ple of  non-discrimination is complemented by the principle of  equality, as stated 
in Article 1 of  the Universal Declaration of  Human Rights: “All human beings 
are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” 
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Both Rights and Obligations

Human rights entail both rights and oblig-
ations. States assume obligations and du-
ties under international law to respect,  
protect and fulfil human rights. The oblig-
ation to respect means that States must re-
frain from interfering with or curtailing 
the enjoyment of  human rights. The 
obligation to protect requires States to 
protect individuals and groups against 
human rights abuses. The obligation to fulfil means that States must take posi-
tive action to facilitate the enjoyment of  basic human rights. At the individual 
level, while we are entitled our human rights, we should also respect those of  
others. 

What is Nationalism?

The essential elements of  a Nation are 
territory, population, and a sovereign 
state. For the stability of  a nation, the 
population must have certain charac-
teristics which give it unity and sepa-
rateness. These characteristics encom-
pass a common language, a common 
race, a common religion and/or a 
common cultural tradition. Though not 
all of  these characteristics are present 
in every nation, some are certainly ex-
plicit.  A nation may not have a single language, there may be many languages 
within it, but it may still have a sense of  national unity. There may be a common 
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oral tradition and shared meaning of  content but the communicative languages 
may be many. It is the same with race, religion and culture. There can be differ-
ences in all these aspects within a broadly unified society. Common historical 
and cultural traditions can unite people very firmly.  

The sense of  nationality is generally promoted by 
the memory of  people's shared experience of  the 
past. Some scholars argue that this memory of  
the past is rekindled when a country is subjected 
to foreign rule and exploitation. A foreign rule, 
according to them, always adversely affects the 
culture of  a subject people. An important aspect 
of  the anti-colonial movements was to recover the 
self-respect of  the people and recreate indigenous 
culture. The history of  many nations acknowl-

edges subjection to foreign rule, misgovernment, and exploitation as the most 
powerful factors in creating the sense of  nationalism. 
Despite all these constitutive elements, nationalism is an abstraction. It is ulti-
mately a state of  mind of  a group of  people. The factors mentioned above help 
in its formation but above all it remains a psychological phenomenon. 
Then where does this crossover its intensity to enter militancy? 

With the background provided in the previ-
ous section, we can proceed to note the spe-
cial characteristics of  militant nationalism. 
Even though the word “militant” is highly 
loaded, it is distinctive from many other 
close-knitted adjectives like pugnacious or 
combative. It is claimed to be more vehe-
ment, assertive, and aggressive. There can 
be two ways of  winning freedom. One is to 

impress upon the rulers that freedom is the birthright of  the people and should 
be granted to them gracefully. This presumes that the rulers are open to reason 
and will quit from their own accord without being forced to do so by the sub-
jects. The other way is to attack the rulers and the government and bring their 
domination to an end, as it is futile to expect that rulers will listen to reason and 
agree to surrender the benefits they hold. 
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The first may be described as the liberal method and the second as the militant 
method. Liberals or moderates may well be aware of  the evils of  unjust rule but 
do not consider it a total or unmitigated evil. The evils can be removed by con-
vincing the rulers through representations and petitions and the normal process 
of  argument. The benefits of  governance ought not to be lost through impa-
tience over temporary and curable complaints. The militant nationalists' atti-
tude, however, is entirely different. To them, the government is a perceived 
threat. The government, in that case, is portrayed to be the cause of  political, 
economic, cultural and spiritual ruin of  a country. Persuasion, therefore, be-
comes futile and peaceful methods to negotiate fail time and again. According to 
various militant groups, such a position by the policy-makers and implementers 
is taken to be lack of  will on their side and complete ignorance of  the sense of  
urgency. 

In militant nationalism, each one of  the factors of  nationalism named earlier 
territory, population, religion, race, etc. acquire an added emotional emphasis. 
For example, the territory of  a nation is much more than geographical entity. It 
is a sacred land.  

Human Rights and Militant Nation-
alism

Since practically the dawn of  recorded histo-
ry, visionaries have called for a universal un-
derstanding of  basic human rights. Some, 
such as the ancient Greek  
philosopher Plato, believed in the existence 
of  natural law. That is to say, Plato felt that a 

higher law transcended the boundaries of  human 
existence, and that some truths about justice exist-
ed outside and independent 
of  human organisation and 
the nature of  particular 
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states, their laws, and their rulers. Others, such as the leading figures in many of  
the world’s major religions, came to their universal understanding of  human 
rights because of  their belief  that God intended people to treat each other with 
compassion, regardless of  
the specific circumstances of  individual existence. Balkan native Mother Teresa  
exemplified this tradition as her Catholic faith led her to India, where she 
worked to promote the human rights of  the poorest of  the poor, regardless of  
their economic status, ethnicity, or even their religion. Still others recognised 
that practical benefits would come from a more universal understanding of  hu-
man rights, as perhaps Alexander the Great did when he changed his policy re-
garding Greek mercenaries during the battle at Miletus. Following the great 
devastation of  World War, and the enormous amount of  suffering and loss of  
human life that had occurred, a movement developed that would specifically 
recognise the important connection between a universal understanding of  hu-

man rights and practical benefits. In 1948, when the United 
Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of  Human Rights, the preamble 
recognised this essential link between the protection of  human rights and in-
ternational peace, stating, “disregard and contempt for human rights have re-
sulted in barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience of  mankind....It is 
essential, if  man is not to be compelled to have recourse, as a last resort, to re-
bellion against tyranny and oppression, that human rights should be protected 
by the rule of  law.”1 If  human rights abuses have often led to wars, then protect-
ing human rights can contribute to the maintenance of  international 
peace and security. Since the establishment of  the declaration, an enormous 
body of  international law and international treaties has developed, providing an 
objective definition of  these human rights and making it possible and legitimate 
for organisations dedicated to promoting human rights to involve themselves in 
the fight against human rights abuses wherever they may occur. In recent years, 
in particular, a number of  international tribunals have developed to hold indi-
vidual perpetrators of  grave violations of  human rights responsible for their 
crimes before an objective court of  law.  
While human rights have increasingly been defined objectively, ideologies of 
nationalism, which are based in the concepts of  ethnic or national identity, al-
ways contain an element of  subjectivity. Although elements of  language, reli-
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gion, culture, family history, place of  residence, 
citizenship within a nation-state, and economic 
status may all contribute to the formation of  an 
ethnic identity, the concept of  identity-forma-
tion, by its very nature, involves individual de-
termination. While those who promote human 
rights emphasise the aspects of  human existence 
that make all people somehow the same, the 
process of  forming an ethnic or national identi-
ty necessarily focuses on the particular elements that differentiate one individual 
from another. The philosophical tension between that which binds humanity to-
gether simply by virtue of  our humanness, and that which differentiates us from 
one another, is a fundamental aspect of  all human existence. The important 
question that comes up is why is it that normal differences between people con-
vert into militant ideologies that sanction and even encourage massive human 
rights violations? 

Legal References 

Those resisting a foreign military occupation can be seen as not meriting the la-
bel terrorists because their acts of  political violence against military targets of  a 
foreign occupier do not violate international law. Protocol 1 of  the Geneva Con-
ventions  gives lawful combatant status to those engaging in armed conflicts 
against alien (or foreign) occupation, colonial domination and racist regimes. 
Non-uniformed guerrillas also gain combatant status if  they carry arms openly 
during military operations. Protocol 1 does not legitimise attacks on civilians by 
lawful combatants who fall into these categories. 

Is the line of distinction between lawful combatant and militant nationalist 

just the harming of civilians?

Can a militant nationalist be a lawful combatant and vice versa?

The UN General Assembly Resolution on terrorism (42/159, 7 December 1987) 
condemns international terrorism and outlines measures to combat crime with 
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one proviso: "that nothing in the present resolution 
could in any way prejudice the right to self-deter-
mination, freedom and independence, as derived 
from the Charter of  the United Nations, of  peo-
ples forcibly deprived of  that right [1], particularly 
peoples under colonial and racist regimes and for-
eign occupation or other forms of  colonial domi-
nation, nor...the right of  these peoples to struggle 

to this end and to seek and receive support [in accordance with the Charter and 
other principles of  international law]." 
From time to time, UN itself  acknowledged the right to self-determination of  
the peoples in circumstances, such as that in Kosovo. 
This brings us to two important questions. 

•Can the right to self-determination be exercised only if  the state is a colony or 
under domination? 
•Will all claims of  the Right to Self  Determination be called militant nationalist 
if  the state under question is not a colony or under domination? 

Different Dimensions to the Agenda

Humans rights violations exist and threats to human rights exist whenever a 
separatist movement sparks off, as separatists often tend to take up arms and in-
fringe the rights of  other people to attain secession. The rights that are under 
threat in such a scenario are the right to life, the right to freedom of  movement 
and etc. 

The case study of  Sri-Lanka is important in this context. 

Case Study: SRI LANKA 
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Sri Lanka has retained democracy since its inde-
pendence in 1948. But it has faced a serious 
challenge, not from the military or monarchy 
but rather from ethnic conflict leading to the 
demand for secession by one of  the regions. Af-
ter its independence, politics in Sri Lanka (then 
known as Ceylon) was dominated by forces that 
represented the interest of  the majority Sinhala 
community. They were hostile to a large number 
of  Tamils who had migrated from India to Sri 
Lanka and settled there. This migration continued even after independence. 

The Sinhala nationalists thought that Sri Lanka 
should not give ‘concessions’ to the Tamils because 
Sri Lanka belongs to the Sinhala people only. The 
neglect of  Tamil concerns led to militant Tamil na-
tionalism. From 1983 onwards, the militant organi-
sation, the Liberation Tigers of  Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) has been fighting an armed struggle with 
the army of  Sri Lanka and demanding ‘Tamil Ee-

lam’ or a separate country for the Tamils of  Sri Lanka. The LTTE controls the 
northeastern parts of  Sri Lanka. 
We will not comment on the appropriateness or inappropriateness of  action, we 
will just be giving you a few perspectives to consider. 

•Is militant nationalism the only way to get their demands met? 
•Is it justified on behalf  of  Tamils to take up arms? The means you adopt, do 
they make a difference? 

At times human rights violations and threats occur not only because of  militant 
separatist movements but also because of  government’s military actions against 
peaceful separatist movements. The important point of  distinction in this from 
the above is that in the above case, the separatist side was the one to take up 
arms first and in this case it is the country from which the separation has to take 
place is the one to take up arms first. 
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Case Study: BANGLADESH 

Bangladesh was a part of  Pakistan from 1947 to 
1971. It consisted of  the partitioned areas of  
Bengal and Assam from British India. The people 
of  this region resented the domination of  western 
Pakistan and the imposition of  the Urdu lan-
guage. Soon after partition, to convene the as-
sembly, Sheikh Mujib was arrested. Under the 
military rule of  General Yahya Khan, the Pak-
istani army tried to suppress the mass movement 
of  the Bengali people. Thousands were killed by 
the Pakistan army. 

•So now the question emerges: should such actions 
by a state itself  against the minorities be seen as a 
threat to human rights? 
•Is it justified on the behalf  of  the state to take mili-
tary action? What might lead to the fragmentation 
of  the State? What is the nature of  decision making 
that should take place regarding the  distribution of  
natural resources? 

It has also happened at times that militant nationalist movements have trans-
formed into acts of  terrorism and militant nationalists have been termed as ter-
rorists. 

Case Study: AL-QAEDA and TALIBAN: 

The Taliban emerged in the early 1990s in northern Pakistan following the 
withdrawal of  Soviet troops from Afghanistan. A predominantly Pashtun 
movement, the Taliban came to prominence in Afghanistan in the autumn of  
1994.It is commonly believed that they first appeared in religious seminaries - 
mostly paid for by money from Saudi Arabia - which preached a hard line form 
of  Sunni Islam. The Taliban's promise - in Pashtun areas straddling Pakistan 
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and Afghanistan - was to restore peace and security and enforce their own aus-
tere version of  Sharia, or Islamic law, once in power. In both countries they in-
troduced or supported Islamic punishments - such as public executions of  con-
victed murderers and adulterers and amputations of  those found guilty of  theft. 
Men were required to grow beards and women had to wear the all-covering 
burqa. The Taliban banned television, music and cinema and disapproved of  
girls aged 10 and over from going to school. The attention of  the world was 
drawn to the Taliban in Afghanistan following the attacks on the World Trade 
Centre in September 2001.The Taliban in Afghanistan were accused of  provid-
ing a sanctuary to Osama Bin Laden and the Al-Qaeda movement who were 
blamed for the attacks. In the era of  Al-Qaeda’s rule in Afghanistan many hu-
man rights had been violated and were also under threat such as right to liberty, 
right to freedom of  religion and etc. 

This case study brings us to some important questions, 
•What is the difference between threats to human rights violation by militant na-
tionalism and threats to human rights violation by any terrorist organisation? 
•Isn’t the distinction between militant nationalism and terrorism quite arbitrary 
in the light of  no fixed definition of  militant nationalism at the UN? 
Do note that case studies of  Sri-Lanka and Bangladesh are just to provide an 
example or facilitate understanding of  the situations explained above. There ex-
ists many more case studies complementing the claims presented above. 

Concepts Related to Nationalism 

Sedition: It’s a form of  an overt conduct, such as speech and organisation that 
tends toward  insurrection  against the established order. Sedition often 
includes subversion of  a constitution and incitement of  discontent (or resistance) 
to lawful authority. Sedition may include any commotion, though not aimed at 
direct and open violence against the laws. Seditious words in writing are  sedi-
tious libel. A seditionist is one who engages in or promotes the interests of  sedi-
tion. 

Typically, sedition is considered a subversive act, and the overt acts that may be 
prosecutable under sedition laws vary from one legal 
code to another. Where the history of  these legal codes 
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has been traced, there is also a record of  the change in the definition of  the el-
ements constituting sedition at certain points in time. This overview has served 
to develop a sociological definition of  sedition within the study of  state persecu-
tion as well. 

Hate Speech: This is a speech that attacks a person or group on the basis of  
attributes such as  race, religion,  ethnic origin,  sexual orientation, disability, or 
gender. In the law of  some countries, hate speech is de-
scribed as speech, gesture or conduct, writing, or display 
which is forbidden because it incites violence or prejudi-
cial action against or by a protected group (or individual 
on the basis of  their membership to the group) or be-
cause it disparages or intimidates a protected group (or 
individual on the basis of  their membership to the 
group). The law may identify a protected group by certain characteristics. In the 
law of  other countries, hate speech is not a legal term. In some countries, a vic-
tim of  hate speech may seek redress under civil law, criminal law, or both. There 
has been debate over  freedom of  speech, hate speech and hate speech legisla-
tion. Critics have argued that the term "hate speech" is used to silence critics of  
social policies that have been poorly implemented.  

Blasphemy: It’s the act of  insulting or showing contempt or lack 
of reverence  to a deity, to religious or holy persons or sacred  things, or toward 
something considered sacred or inviolable.  

Some religions consider blasphemy to be a religious crime. As of  2012, anti-
blasphemy laws exist in 32 countries, while 87 nations have hate speech laws 
that cover defamation of  religion and public expression of  hate against a reli-
gious group. Anti-blasphemy laws are particularly common in Muslim- 
Majority nations, such as those in the Middle East and North Africa, although 
they are also present in some Asian and European countries. 
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

•Are all militant nationalists terrorists or are all terrorists also militant na-
tionalists? 

•Is there even a need to formulate a baseline at the national or in-
ternational level for evaluating what classifies to be a threat?  

•Is it justified to infringe on someone else’s right so as to exercise one’s own 
right? 

•Do you think that methods such as peaceful protests are successful in ex-
ercising rights like the right to self-determination? 
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•Will threats to human rights always exist in the case of  militant national-
ism? 

•Why do you think militant nationalism exists?  

•Isn’t militant nationalism a way by which power hungry politicians at-
tempt to attain power? 

•Does militant nationalism have a direct relation with resourceful, power-
ful, and selfish ends? 

•In a situation of  conflict, is it even possible to identify which side is re-
sponsible for militancy in the first place? 

TED Talks for Referral 

1. Nationalism in our society: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
SFms7qWMMk 

2. Nationalism, a dangerous culture: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=TuN6-uUGKuc 

3. Militant atheism: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VxGMqKCc-
N6A 

4. Human Rights in The 21st Century: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=21hYFWDGdhI 

5. Importance of  standing up for human rights: https://www.y-
outube.com/watch?v=UfOMjm3tezs 
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