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A Role for Chinese Philosophy in the Promotion of Human Rights

The role of philosophy in promoting human rights is a contested one because of the
tension generated by the aspiration to universality represented by rights claims and the
grounding in a given cultural milieu typical of philosophy. This problem has been
overcome by allowing philosophy to provide a grounding for human rights or by
looking for elements of universal rights in particular philosophies. Such methods have
been followed in the Chinese context both with respect to Confucianism and its
offshoots and with Huang-Lao Daoism. Another way in which philosophy can
contribute to the debate is by inspiring motivation, and so it is with this idea in mind
that this paper will address the question of a possible role of Chinese philosophy in
motivating us to promote human rights.
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" “It is the story of a man in a bowler hat reading his newspaper on the London underground in late 1960.
He reads a small item about two Portuguese students being sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment for
raising their glasses in a toast to freedom. He is outraged, decides to go to the Portuguese embassy in
London to make a personal protest and then changes his mind. Instead he gets off at Trafalgar Square
station and makes his way to the church of St Martin’s-in-the-Fields. He goes in, sits down for
three-quarters of an hour, and thinks.

In his words, "1 went in to see what could really be done effectively, to mobilize world opinion. It was
necessary to think of a larger group which would harness the enthusiasm of people all over the world who
were anxious to see a wider respect for human rights.”

That man was Peter Benenson, then a barrister in London. When he came outside into the square, he had
his idea. Within months, he launched his Appeal for Amnesty with a front page article in The Observer
newspaper.” Richard Reoch, “The Man who decided it was time for a change,” Al Press Release 26
February 2005 at http://news.amnesty.org/index’ENGORG100022005
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