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Position Paper on Peace and Human Rights 

 

1. The context  

We live in troubled times. Everyone is deeply conscious of human dignity and long for peace. 
Yet, human dignity is trampled all over and peace is becoming a mirage. Think of the century 
we just lived through: “In total, during the first eighty-eight years of the twentieth century, 
almost 170 million men, women, and children were shot, beaten, tortured, knifed, burned, 
starved, frozen, crushed or worked to death: buried alive, drowned, hanged, bombed, or killed 
in any other myriad other ways governments have inflicted deaths on unarmed, helpless 
citizens and foreigners...the dead could be more than 360 million people.” (Encyclopaedia of 
Genocide, 1999). 

Times are not different now. In a world of over 6.8 billion, almost one billion are starving. 
About 16 or more wars are going on the world. Look at the unemployment rates ranging from 
95 per cent in Zimbabwe to double digits in most of the world’s countries (CIA World Fact 
book, 2009). Look at the vulnerability to riots as witnessed by the recent London riots, the 
Arab Spring, the civil unrest in the developing world. With humanity achieving heights of 
intellectual and technical power on the one hand, and on the other unprecedented degradation 
of human dignity, we have questions of survival looming large.  

It was in this horizon that the discourse of Human Rights made ‘the moral landscape of the 
twentieth century a touch less bleak’. “Not withstanding their European origins...in Asia, 
Africa , and South America , Human Right now constitute the only language in which the 
opponents and victims of murderous regimes and civil wars can raise their voices against 
violence , repression , and persecution, against injuries to their human dignity” (Hagerman, J. 
Quoted in Perry M J, 2007).  

Going further, even the developed world witnesses a huge gap between the rich and the poor. 
In an OECD report it was shown that ... “top income earners became richer while more 
moderate to low-income have gone in the opposite direction. Disposable household income 
grew in all OECD countries, but the top 10 percent rose at a faster annual average (2 percent) 
than the bottom 10 percent (1.4 percent)” (OECD, 2011). In this context, human rights, 
especially the Right to a decent livelihood becomes a major concern for everyone.  

The ‘Arab Spring’, ‘Capture of Wall Street’ campaign, ‘India against Corruption’ and other 
movements across the world signal an unrest which could either be creative or destructive of 
the very civilization we have built up.  

2. The relevance of the Rights Perspective 

The Human Rights perspective asserts in simple but definitive terms that each and every born 
(and even the unborn) human being has inherent dignity and that dignity is not to be violated. 
Human Rights are held by individuals simply because they are part of the human species and 
that they are born. These rights are shared equally by everyone regardless of sex, race, 
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nationality, and economic background. They are also universal in content. In the unique 
formulation of these rights in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, which in 
no way was the first formulation, humanity has found a new benchmark to live up to. 
Declaration is one thing, living is another. The critical question is how the Human Rights 
perspective can become a tool in terms of our mission.  

The emergence of Human Rights-Based approaches to Development has opened up new 
vistas for the humanization of the world. It is observed that an increasing emphasis has been 
placed in recent years on rights-based approaches to development work. In the development 
world, this shift has been the result of growing recognition that needs-based or service-
delivery approaches have failed to substantially reduce poverty. Further, it has been observed 
that anti-poverty programmes have been taken up by authorities who have the least sensitivity 
to the genuine needs of the poor. Hence, today we have a strong view that combining human 
rights, development and activism can be more effective than any single approach (UNICEF, 
2007) 

3. Peace and its demands in the century 

Between the two major world wars, the first part of the 20th century saw peace movements 
emerging, in the twenties and thirties, giving rise first to the League of Nations and later the 
United Nations. According to some, the rise in the nationalist movements of the 19th and 
20th centuries that provoked the two world wars played a major role in the idea of creating the 
conditions for world peace. It is known that World War I took the lives of more than 9 million 
people, killing between 20% to 25% of the male population of France and Germany. World 
War II, on the other hand saw the death of 55 million including 6 million Jews in the Nazi 
concentration camps. Faced with the largest catastrophes in human history, men and women 
around the planet began to dream of a better, peaceful world. 

With the increasing divide in the world between the rich and the poor, the haves and have 
nots, Peace efforts have taken on a new meaning. As Pope Paul VI said if you want peace 
work for justice.  

Today we stand challenged to work for Human Rights and Peace, realizing that in a world 
basic human rights are denied, there can be no peace. That working for the defence of human 
rights and promotion of peace are essential to the survival of humanity. “Commitment to 
peace requires a whole new way of thinking. It is not one among other tasks. It is rather the 
characterizing task in our world. By giving a central role to the Gospel and mission of peace 
and nonviolence, we may, as religious, rid ourselves of any possible insinuation of irrelevance 
in today's peace less world” (O’Mahony, 1993) 

Terrorism and extremist movements has been a central concern the world over, affecting 
developmental, human rights and peace efforts. In an insightful analysis based on wide 
ranging interviews with so-called terrorists Taylor (2012) pointed out that retributive violence 
is no answer to extremism and that terrorists must be talked to in order to understand their 
motivation and to explore why they are prepared to kill for a cause, be it secular or religious.  
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Learning to converse, using a Non-Violent Communication style becomes a fit response in 
building peace in this universe.  

4. The Social Teachings of the Church challenge us  

The Social Teaching of the Church challenges us to involve in the defense of Human Rights. 
Pope John XXIII, for instance, in his encyclical Pacem in Terris affirmed that ‘each person 
has the right to life and the means necessary to live their life. In addition, all of humanity has 
a natural right to be respected, to worship God, to live their life as they choose, to work and 
support a family, to form associations, to emigrate, and to take an active role in public life. All 
people also have the duty to preserve their life, to respect the rights of others, work together 
for the common good, and maintain an attitude of responsibility’ 

Speaking of Public Authority, the encyclical added that the public authority or government is 
to attain the common good.  

Pope John Paul II re-iterated the same focus in the Encyclical Centesimus Annus:“the right to 
life, an integral part of which is the right of the child to develop in the mother's womb from 
the moment of conception; the right to live in a united family and in a moral environment 
conducive to the growth of the child's personality; the right to develop one's intelligence and 
freedom in seeking and knowing the truth; the right to share in the work which makes wise 
use of the earth's material resources, and to derive from that work the means to support 
oneself and one's dependents; and the right freely to establish a family, to have and to rear 
children through the responsible exercise of one's sexuality. In a certain sense, the source and 
synthesis of these rights is religious freedom, understood as the right to live in the truth of 
one's faith and in conformity with one's transcendent dignity as a person”.  

A reality check in the world today tells us how far we are from the ideals proposed by the 
teaching of the church. Thus we are challenged.  

John XXIII, history tells us, was very distressed also about the growing threats to peace 
during the cold war era. The ongoing buildup of arms during the time and the enormous 
resources wasted on it , made him call for a process of disarmament by every nation.  

Once again we know that this is a call unheeded. Talking of arms transfer in the developing 
nations, it is reported that ‘developing nations continue to be the primary focus of foreign 
arms sales activity by weapons suppliers. During the years 2003-2010, the value of arms 
transfer agreements with developing nations comprised 72.9% of all such agreements 
worldwide. More recently, arms transfer agreements with developing nations constituted 
78.9% of all such agreements globally from 2007-2010, and 76.2% of these agreements in 
2010. The value of all arms transfer agreements with developing nations in 2010 was over 
$30.7 billion. This was a decline from $49.8 billion in 2009. In 2010, the value of all arms 
deliveries to developing nations was nearly $21.9 billion, the highest total in these deliveries 
values since 2006 (in constant 2010 dollars)’. (Grimmett, 2011)  

5. Society of Jesus and its Mission  
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With its mandate of ‘service of faith and promotion of justice’ the Society of Jesus was 
already convinced that ‘the mission of the Society of Jesus today is the service of faith, of 
which the promotion of justice is an absolute requirement. For reconciliation with God 
demands the reconciliation of people with one another (32nd G.C.). This commitment has 
deepened over the decades since the 32nd G.C, up to the 35th G .C. which once again re-
iterated the commitment to Justice. GC35 in “Challenges to Our Mission Today” assert with 
more precision that the service of faith is the aim of our mission, and the link between faith 
and justice integrates our ministries into one mission.  

The mission of the Society of Jesus inevitably demands of the Jesuits a shift to the Human-
Rights based approaches to her mission. Can the Society of Jesus incorporate the insights of 
the secular world in its approaches to development to its own mission of service of faith and 
promotion of Justice?  

6. Created in the image of God  

‘So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them’. (Gen 1, 
27). The Christian God is a fair God, a God of Justice. Being in the image of God every 
human being acquires a dignity that is unique to God. In a world where human dignity is 
trampled down so casually, we as believers are called to protect human dignity. Created in the 
image of God, we need to be protectors of justice and builders of peace.  

Further, “The church must always remember that God’s truth, peace and justice as revealed 
by the cross of Christ are intended not only for the church and believers, but also for the entire 
world. We are called not merely to believe in peace and justice but to work to achieve them 
for anyone without any distinction or discrimination” (Yusuf Turaki, 2006). 

7. Global Ignatian Advocacy Network (GIAN) and The call to the Frontier 

That the Society of Jesus is indeed awake to the contemporary challenge to shift the 
paradigms is manifested in its call to ministry at the frontiers and specifically the call to take 
on advocacy and networking. Decree No.3 of G C 35 said significantly, “the complexity of 
the problems we face and the richness of the opportunities offered demand that we build 
bridges between the rich and the poor, establishing advocacy links of mutual support between 
those who hold political power and those who find it difficult to voice their 
interests.(no.28)...Advocacy and research should serve the poor and those who work for the 
protection of the environment” (no. 35). 

GIAN has taken off from its initial reflection stages. In June, 2011 for the first time ever, all 
the members of GIAN came together in Spain. The five leaders and twenty core group 
members of the global networks for Ecology, Right to Education, Migration, Peace and 
Human Rights, and Governance of Natural and Mineral Resources spent six days learning 
about advocacy and networking, and discerning the way forward for their networks. The 
workshop in Loyola has now been followed by a worldwide mapping of Jesuit and 
collaborative institutions that are currently engaged in advocacy. 

8. Where do we go from here? 
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In the GIAN process, as the mapping of the institutions involved in advocacy gets 
consolidated and a general consensus on those who want to be part of the network emerges 
the challenges will concretize and a definite path of action will, hopefully, emerge. What 
could be some of the concrete forms of this action? Innumerable possibilities already emerge. 
For instance, look at the basic right to a decent livelihood. Can the various partners across 
the world who are part of the network initiate an action to protect human life, in its most basic 
form for survival, through struggles for food security, which will have its repercussions in 
the most localized of our mission centres? Across the world can such primary and basic 
concerns bring together Jesuits and their collaborators together in their mission? 

Human rights violations happen across the world irrespective of the systems under which they 
live. A deeper awareness of the widespread violations of human dignity, an analysis of 
the deeper socio-political and cultural causes and a determined effort to protect human 
rights can and should become a priority for GIAN. Can we come together to protect 
human rights across the world, wherever we are, in unison with other international bodies 
already in operation.  

Peace begins in the hearts of men and women. As it is said, ‘since wars begin in the minds of 
men, it is in the mind of men that the defenses of peace must be constructed.’ To quote the 
Dalai Lama, ‘World Peace must develop from inner peace. Peace is not just the absence of 
violence but the manifestation of human compassion’. With our unique Jesuit spiritual 
traditions peace building is a challenge where all of us can unite. 

 

As Shirin Ebadi (2003) said, ‘Lasting Peace is a synthesis of human rights and democracy. 
Human Rights and democracy are interdependent – one cannot exist without the other…We 
can achieve a lasting peace in society only when human rights and democracy are established’ 
Promoting genuine democracy and good governance have become huge challenges, 
particularly in the developing world with its pervading corruption and inefficiency.  

Learning to dialogue even with so-called terrorists and extremists using a Non-Violent 
Communication style becomes another tool in building peace in this world.  

If we Jesuits can network to address the above challenges, the dream of GIAN, ‘to solve the 
problem of disconnectedness between the major assets of the Society of Jesus and to use 
the untapped capacity of the Society of Jesus to influence public policy in favour of the 
common good and of those rendered weak and voiceless’ will become a reality.  

...................... 
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