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1 Introduction 

The human rights agenda in public discourse, including on the matter of dissemina-
tion of knowledge on and implementation of international human rights law (IHRL) 
has only gained in importance and relevance in the twenty-first century. Given the 
ongoing developments in the world, such as emergency situations (e.g., the COVID-
19 outbreak in 2019), situations of violent conflict in 2022, and armed conflicts 
including Russia’s war against Ukraine, the attention on and demand for human rights 
law and protection is not surprising. Sadly, these developments create or contribute 
to conditions that are conducive to violations of various human rights, above all, 
individual rights. The concept of human rights is often perceived as a public, moral, 
political, international, and/or diplomatic one. We should not forget, however, that 
human rights have a legal dimension, too. They are directly affected by law and 
human rights, in turn, affect legal concepts, norms, and principles. Hence, a proper 
dissemination of knowledge on and education in human rights in any political system 
needs to always take the legal dimension into account. In Central Asia, the dissem-
ination of knowledge on human rights (law) through teaching and instruction has 
experienced many bumps along the road, and will likely continue to do so. 

It is important, therefore, to look at the legal dimension of human rights and 
how it relates to key public law concepts, such as rule of law, civil society, and the 
Rechtsstaat and to review the role of human rights education and knowledge dissem-
ination in raising legal awareness and promoting legal culture among the population, 
a particularly relevant problem for the Central Asian countries. This chapter conducts 
a brief analysis of the relationship between human rights and law as such. Hence, this
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chapter will examine human rights predominantly from the perspective of its legal 
dimensions. It subsequently looks at the education systems of four Central Asian 
states, in particular, law universities and/or faculties, with a view to establishing how 
exactly knowledge on human rights is conveyed and taught to students in these coun-
tries. Their curricula were used if publicly available. Challenges to providing effec-
tive human rights education are reviewed, along with regional contextual factors of 
cultural, social, historical, economic, and political nature contributing to those chal-
lenges. Understanding such factors clearly facilitates the development of potentially 
useful suggestions to address said challenges, something this chapter also seeks to 
do. Lastly, the chapter argues in favor of applying a systemic, principled, as well as 
contextualized approach to improving human rights education efforts in the region. 

2 Human Rights as a Concept of (Public) Law 
and Knowledge Dissemination 

From the second half of the twentieth century onward, the concept of human rights 
became a permanent part of the way we think about relations between nations.1 In 
the Central Asian states, this only began to be the case following their independence 
from the Soviet Union in 1991. Their domestic constitutions included most civil and 
political rights, as well as some economic, social, and cultural rights. The notion of 
constitutional rights also started to gain hold in the region. Moreover, human rights 
began to enter official and informal discourses in domestic and foreign policies of 
Central Asian states. 

According to D’Amato, international human rights are now a legislative condition 
of foreign aid, they have been institutionalized in bureaucratic structures, and, perhaps 
most importantly, they have been indelibly stamped on the minds of the public as 
one of the most important standards by which to measure other countries’ political 
systems.2 This has continued to hold true for the first two decades of this century as 
well. The expression “international human rights” has a powerful emotional conno-
tation. Arguably, “human rights” has become one of the most popular and widely 
used terms in the mass media’s coverage of external policy issues and the conduct 
of states at domestic, regional, and international levels. 

It is important to stress at this point that human rights also have a strong legal 
dimension. There are several key factors that justify this statement. First of all, human 
rights are provided, ensured, and guaranteed by law, i.e., by way of application of 
legal norms and principles; they are within and not outside the legal realm. Human 
rights are developed and protected using legal means. Human rights are, inter alia, 
what makes the law more than just a regulatory framework, turning a legal regime into

1 Anthony D’Amato, “The Concept of Human Rights in International Law”, Columbia Law Review, 
Oct., 1982, Vol. 82, No. 6 (Oct., 1982), pp. 1110–1159, at 1110. 
2 Anthony D’Amato, “The Concept of Human Rights in International Law”, Columbia Law Review, 
Oct., 1982, Vol. 82, No. 6 (Oct., 1982), pp. 1110–1159, at 1110. 
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a system of protection. Within the human rights narrative, human rights advocates 
have identified the promise of “using the law as a means of social change based on a 
commitment to humanitarian values on a global scale.”3 This has also been true for 
Central Asian contexts, although the perception of and application of the law—as 
merely a statist tool for achieving narrow goals of ruling elites—in these countries 
has often created and continues to create obstacles to fulfilling that commitment. 

Second, supremacy of human rights and freedoms constitute one of the funda-
mental features of the concept of the Rechtsstaat or the “state of law.”4 This aspect of 
democracy involves both the rights and interests of individuals and rights and free-
doms of citizens.5 In a true  Rechtsstaat, individuals have the right to freedom in social 
and political life. Such a “state of law” fully recognizes this individual freedom and 
does not allow itself to interfere with it.6 It is imperative that the supremacy of human 
rights and freedoms is not just expressed as a nominal recognition and establishment 
in domestic legislation on the fundamental rights and freedoms of individuals; it 
must actually be guaranteed in reality, with a tangible way of enforcing and fulfilling 
those rights, interests, and freedoms.7 Moreover, not only are human rights and their 
supremacy one of the key features of the idea of the Rechtsstaat, they also act as one of 
the preconditions for the establishment of a true “state of law”; in other words where 
there is no respect for human rights, there will also be no chance of a Rechtsstaat or 
“state of law” in any form. 

Third, the “legal culture” element is also important. This could be defined as a 
network of values and attitudes relating to law, which determines why, where, and 
when people turn to (or turn away from) the law or the government. As lawyers are 
well aware, legal culture encompasses legal views and viewpoints, norms, institu-
tions, as well as behavioral relations based on law. Essentially, the high level of legal 
culture in the Rechtsstaat signifies a culture of recognition, protection, and realiza-
tion of human rights and freedoms as among the highest values of society.8 Without 
this full-fledged recognition, it is simply not feasible to achieve an advanced level of 
legal awareness and an established legal culture. The value component, or axiolog-
ical component, is of relevance here. Fundamental rights and freedoms can be said

3 David E. Guinn, “Human Rights as Peacemaker: An Integrative Theory of International Human 
Rights”, Human Rights Quarterly, Vol. 38, No. 3 (August 2016), pp. 754–786, at 755. 
4 The following definition of Rechtsstaat based on an earlier offered description of the concept by 
Leonov was proposed by this author: “State of Law represents a form of organization of political 
power characterized by rule of law, legitimacy of power, and a high prestige and efficiency of the 
law, that ensure legal protection of the individuals and their unimpeded use of their democratic 
rights and freedoms in their legitimate (lawful) interests.” See Rustam Atadjanov, “Building the 
State of Law (Rechtsstaat) in the Countries of Central Asia: an Unachievable Dream or Realistic 
Objective?” Law and State 3(92) (2021): 53, at 57. 
5 Rustam Atadjanov, “Building the State of Law (Rechtsstaat) in the Countries of Central Asia: an 
Unachievable Dream or Realistic Objective?” Law and State 3(92) (2021): 53, at 59. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., at 60. 
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to be a societal value of legal nature, and hence there is another—value-oriented— 
connection between human rights and law. For all these reasons, human rights and 
freedoms, as well as their provision and realization are of the utmost importance for 
establishing the other components of the Rechtsstaat, such as the principle of rule of 
law and a functioning civil society. 

Fourth, the concept of human rights plays a major role in international law.9 Inter-
national human rights law or IHRL actually exists, it is an objective fact. This branch 
of public international law has been developing quite dynamically, with a wide range 
of well-established treaty sources and customary rules. Along with other important 
legal regimes in international law, such as international humanitarian10 and crim-
inal law, IHRL, applicable both during peacetime and armed conflict, comprises a 
mutually complementary rather than a mutually exclusive set of norms and principles. 

Fifth, human rights are more than just a legal category. They are in fact also 
predominantly a public law concept. The following brief arguments support this 
proposition. The violators of human rights are mostly—although not exclusively— 
states, with IHRL imposing the corresponding obligations and duties (to respect 
the rights of individuals) upon state actors.11 It is the state that bears the primary 
responsibility for providing proper conditions in order to make sure that the rights 
and freedoms of all members of the society are duly protected and realized. Further, 
human rights represent a normative form of interaction between people, organization 
(“orderizing”) of their relationships with one another, coordination of their acts and 
activities, prevention of contradictions as well as confrontations and conflicts.12 In 
other words, human rights set out the necessary normative conditions and ways of 
life. Consequently, they are needed by any state that aims at ensuring its society 
functions normally. This state—read “public”—element is all the more apparent 
when we recall the imperative role of democratic concepts such as human rights in 
key legal ideas such as the Rechtsstaat and rule of law.13 

When it comes to the connection between the public law dimension of human 
rights and HRE, there are practical reasons why the dissemination of knowledge 
on human rights, starting with formal education in this sphere, should highlight the

9 Anthony D’Amato, “The Concept of Human Rights in International Law”, Columbia Law Review, 
Oct., 1982, Vol. 82, No. 6 (Oct., 1982), pp. 1110–1159, at 1111. 
10 International Committee of the Red Cross, “IHL and Human Rights”, 29 October 2010, available 
at https://www.icrc.org/en/document/ihl-human-rights-law (last accessed 4 September 2022). 
11 See cf John H. Knox, “Horizontal Human Rights Law”, The American Journal of International 
Law, Jan., 2008, Vol. 102, No. 1 (Jan., 2008), pp. 1–47. It is difficult to argue that private actors such 
as individuals, corporations and other non-state actors (e.g., armed groups) cannot breach human 
rights. 
12 Vadik Nersesyants (ed.), “Problems of the Common Theory of Law and State”, 2nd ed. (Moscow, 
Norma, INFRA-M, 2020), at 242. 
13 The rule of law has been defined elsewhere as follows: “A principle of governance in which all 
persons, institutions and entities, public and private, including the State itself, are accountable to 
laws that are publicly promulgated, equally enforced and independently adjudicated, and which are 
consistent with international human rights norms and standards.” Rustam Atadjanov, “Building the 
State of Law (Rechtsstaat) in the Countries of Central Asia: an Unachievable Dream or Realistic 
Objective?” Law and State 3(92) (2021): 53, at 59. 

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/ihl-human-rights-law
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(public) law aspects. This is needed in order to make it clear to those being educated 
that the duty to establish the necessary legal protection frameworks for human rights 
lie first and foremost with the state. This does not in any way refute the famous 
proposition by Francis Lieber regarding the rights and duties paradigm: “no right 
without its duty, no duty without its right”; in fact, it only reinforces it. Both states 
and individuals have certain duties in terms of reciprocating rights. However, states 
have an especially important duty, not least due to the enormous potential, control, 
and resources they have at their disposal compared to individuals. Learning about how 
rights and duties work will contribute to the development of an advanced legal culture 
in any given society. This is especially true in regions such as Central Asia where so 
much still remains to be done in terms of raising legal awareness, including in the 
sphere of human rights and fundamental freedoms. For this reason alone (and there 
are certainly others), proper systematic dissemination of human rights knowledge 
is crucial. This may, as it does in Central Asia, encounter some of the problems 
discussed in some detail below (see Sect. 4). What follows is a short description of 
the current situation regarding teaching human rights/human rights law in Central 
Asian contexts. 

3 Human Rights in the Education Sector in Central Asian 
States 

Human rights education should not be regarded as an optional extra to a law 
curriculum in the formal education sector in the countries of Central Asia. Like many 
other countries, Central Asian states are obliged under IHRL to provide education 
aimed at strengthening respect for human rights.14 The overview in the following 
sub-chapters does not purport to be exhaustive or comprehensive but highlights and 
briefly comments on the main elements of the formal education systems at university 
level (except for Turkmenistan for which there is no reliable and publicly accessible 
information).

14 Amnesty International, “Mapping the State of Human Rights Education in Formal Secondary 
Education in Kyrgyzstan”, April 2021, available at: www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/ 
05/EUR5841202021ENGLISH.pdf (last accessed 4 September 2022), at 4. Hereinafter: Amnesty 
Report. 

http://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/EUR5841202021ENGLISH.pdf
http://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/EUR5841202021ENGLISH.pdf
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3.1 Kazakhstan 

Kazakhstan has a highly centralized top-down political system that leaves little polit-
ical, administrative, and fiscal authority to the lower levels of a clearly defined hier-
archy.15 This is also reflected in the education system, which is characterized by 
extensive planning and norms. Kazakhstan uses national strategic planning to broadly 
set out a vision for the country, but also to regulate every aspect of the education 
system at the central level.16 Education in Kazakhstan is divided into pre-primary 
education, school education (including primary, lower secondary, and upper general 
or vocational secondary education), post-secondary, and tertiary education.17 

A number of higher education institutions, both public and private, have the 
following courses in their bachelor’s programs and course catalogues: “Human 
Rights Advocacy/International Human Rights Law” (KAZGUU), “Human Rights 
Protection” (Al-Farabi Kazakh National University), “International Human Rights 
Law” (KIMEP University), “Human Rights: Theory and Practice of Realization,” and 
“International System of Human Rights Protection” (Karaganda Buketov Univer-
sity).18 These specialized courses are offered alongside profile subjects such as 
“Public International Law,” “International Public Law,” and courses based on other 
specific branches of international law (e.g., “International Criminal Law,” “Inter-
national Humanitarian Law,” “International Criminal Procedure,” “Law of Interna-
tional Organizations,” “Diplomatic and Consular Law,” etc.).19 Higher education 
subsequently proceeds to some advanced human rights-related courses for lawyers 
at master’s level. Part of these courses is taught by holders of foreign degrees (i.e., 
professors with terminal degrees from universities in Western and Eastern Europe). 
Accordingly, it can be concluded that there is a relatively strong human rights 
component in the educational programs of the major universities in Kazakhstan.20 

15 OECD / The World Bank (2015), OECD Reviews of School Resources: Kazakhstan 2015, OECD 
Publishing, Paris, at 29. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264245891-en (last accessed 
4 September 2022). 
16 Ibid. 
17 OECD / The World Bank (2015), OECD Reviews of School Resources: Kazakhstan 2015, OECD 
Publishing, Paris, at 37. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264245891-en (last accessed 
4 September 2022). 
18 This list is only exemplary and non-exhaustive; within the chapter’s volume constraints it would 
be unrealistic to list all existing courses for all public and private universities. 
19 The latest and more detailed updated information on these universities and their curricula 
may be found at the following links: https://kls.kazguu.kz/ru/katalog/, https://www.kaznu.kz/ 
en/24665/page/, https://www.kimep.kz/school-of-law/en/llb-program/, https://buketov.edu.kz/en/ 
page/bakalavr (last accessed 4 September 2022). 
20 As for the existence of human rights law textbooks and teaching aids in Kazakhstan, the instructors 
especially those from foreign countries tend to employ for their respective IHRL classes the available 
works and books on human rights law written in English. There is practically no local textbook on 
the matter in Russian.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264245891-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264245891-en
https://kls.kazguu.kz/ru/katalog/
https://www.kaznu.kz/en/24665/page/
https://www.kaznu.kz/en/24665/page/
https://www.kimep.kz/school-of-law/en/llb-program/
https://buketov.edu.kz/en/page/bakalavr
https://buketov.edu.kz/en/page/bakalavr
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3.2 Kyrgyzstan 

According to the available reports, there is currently no comprehensive system of 
human rights education that is part of Kyrgyzstan’s formal education system.21 As 
maintained by Amnesty International, such a system would include (but would not 
be restricted to) a national human rights curriculum, programs and teaching packages 
for teaching human rights in line with international mechanisms, and professional 
training and development courses for teachers (or a system of regular monitoring 
and evaluation of teaching quality).22 

Some universities teach human rights-related disciplines as part of their curricula, 
primarily within their undergraduate programs. One example is “International 
Human Rights Law” and “Business and Human Rights” at the American University of 
Central Asia in Bishkek.23 Another example is “International Human Rights Law” at 
Ala-Too International University in Bishkek.24 However, the majority of universities 
have not introduced the key elements of human rights into their curriculum (public 
universities, in particular), at least based on the available and accessible sources of 
information. This status quo suggests the somewhat surprising conclusion that in 
Kyrgyzstan, once dubbed an “island of democracy” in the region, the teaching of 
(international) human rights law and standards has not been deeply integrated into 
or systematically applied across all institutions of higher education. 

3.3 Tajikistan 

Unfortunately, practically no reliable information regarding the undergraduate study 
curricula of public universities in Tajikistan is publicly accessible. Unlike its neigh-
bors Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, Tajikistan does not make this information public, 
with one exception: the Russian-Tajik Slavonic University, which regularly teaches a 
course entitled “Safeguarding and Protection of Civil Rights” at its Faculty of Law.25 

The fact that since 2006, the Law Faculty of the Tajik National University has had 
a specialized Chair (Department) of Human Rights and Comparative Law suggests 
that they are specific courses on human rights for undergraduates.26 The programs

21 Amnesty Report, supra note 15, at 7. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Available at https://auca.kg/en/law_current_undergrad_courses/ (last accessed 4 September 
2022). 
24 Available at http://alatoo.edu.kg/view/public/pages/page.xhtml?id=13663#gsc.tab=0 (last 
accessed 4 September 2022). 
25 This information may be found in Russian at ww.rtsu.tj/ru/faculties/yuridicheskiy-
fakultet/PacpicaniR%20vecenniN%200063;emectp-IpidiqecCAiN%20fakylbtet%202021-
2022%20y.g.PDF (last accessed 4 September 2022). 
26 No curriculum listing is currently available online to confirm such a suggestion. 

https://auca.kg/en/law_current_undergrad_courses/
http://alatoo.edu.kg/view/public/pages/page.xhtml?id=13663#gsc.tab=0
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and curricula of other higher education institutions in the country cannot be verified 
due to the lack of accessible online sources. 

3.4 Uzbekistan 

In Uzbekistan, a number of programs and initiatives on human rights education have 
recently been announced. In 2019, the parliament (Oliy Majlis) adopted a National 
Program of Action for the Implementation of the Provisions of the UN Declara-
tion on Human Rights Education and Training.27 In 2020, a Presidential Decree on 
the National Strategy on Human Rights was adopted. The Decree contained provi-
sions on increasing legal literacy in the sphere of human rights which included, inter 
alia, the development of proposals for the introduction of training courses (text-
books) “Human Rights,” “Women’s Rights,” and “Children’s Rights” in state higher 
education institutions and general education institutions.28 Subsequently, in 2021 a 
special National Commission for Human Rights Education was established and one 
of its specific tasks is to develop a National Program for Human Rights Education.29 

Although these are all undeniably positive developments, confirming and finding 
up-to-date information on follow-up to any of these initiatives is a challenge, as such 
information is not made fully or promptly accessible. 

According to the available study programs and curriculum lists of leading univer-
sities, there are some undergraduate courses on human rights. This is the case for 
the Faculty of Public Law at Tashkent State University of Law, for example, where 
a course called “Human Rights” is offered (for 2nd year students),30 and as part 
of the bachelor’s degree program under the “Jurisprudence” specialization of the 
University of World Economy and Diplomacy, a course entitled “Human Rights” 
is offered for 2nd, 3rd, and 4th years.31 Undergraduate students of the Faculty of 
Social Sciences, Department of Civil Society and Law at the National University 
of Uzbekistan are also offered a course somewhat curiously named “International 
and Human Rights.”32 In addition, one of the peripheral universities, the Karakalpak 
State University named after Berdakh has a functioning chair in its Faculty of Law,

27 See the text of the relevant Joint Decree (without annexes) in Russian at https://lex.uz/docs/449 
3780 (last accessed 4 September 2022). 
28 Full text is available in Russian at https://lex.uz/docs/4872357 (last accessed 4 September 2022). 
29 The relevant news in this regard may be found at https://bigasia.ru/content/news/society/spetsialn 
aya-komissiya-zaymyetsya-razvitiem-obrazovaniya-v-oblasti-prav-cheloveka-v-uzbekistane/ (last 
accessed 4 September 2022). 
30 Information available at https://tsul.uz/uz/general-page/Faculty%20of%20Law-QS (last 
accessed 4 September 2022). 
31 See at https://www.uwed.uz/en/pages/educational-plans (last accessed 4 September 2022). 
32 See at https://nuu.uz/en/fuqarolik-jamiyati-va-huquq-kafedrasi/ (last accessed 4 September 
2022). 

https://lex.uz/docs/4493780
https://lex.uz/docs/4493780
https://lex.uz/docs/4872357
https://bigasia.ru/content/news/society/spetsialnaya-komissiya-zaymyetsya-razvitiem-obrazovaniya-v-oblasti-prav-cheloveka-v-uzbekistane/
https://bigasia.ru/content/news/society/spetsialnaya-komissiya-zaymyetsya-razvitiem-obrazovaniya-v-oblasti-prav-cheloveka-v-uzbekistane/
https://tsul.uz/uz/general-page/Faculty%20of%20Law-QS
https://www.uwed.uz/en/pages/educational-plans
https://nuu.uz/en/fuqarolik-jamiyati-va-huquq-kafedrasi/
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again with the curious title of “Chair of Human Rights, State Law and Adminis-
tration.”33 Unfortunately, no information is available as to what exact courses the 
faculty teaches. 

However, human rights subjects are mostly taught in a generalist way rather than 
as a category of public or international law—this is illustrated by the respective course 
titles and the curriculum structure. There appears to be no unified, coherent approach 
to teaching IHRL as a legal discipline. Further, in some universities, such courses 
are only offered for students in certain years, while other universities offer human 
rights courses at almost all levels, except for freshman. These inconsistencies could 
be remedied if, in parallel to national ad hoc plans, domestic education standards 
in each of the Central Asian contexts, studies were to consistently stipulate human 
rights law courses. 

4 Challenges to Effective Instruction on Human Rights 

Some of the difficulties encountered by instructors in human rights and IHRL disci-
plines in the Central Asian region are similar in nature to the typical challenges to 
teaching public international law. Others are strongly associated with factors specific 
to the region. Correspondingly, this section is divided into two short parts: the first 
deals with the challenges resulting from the inherent connection between human 
rights law and public international law (understandably, this category of challenges 
would surely not be endemic to this region only); the second encompasses those 
challenges that are directly related to particularities of the local context in terms of 
the history of the region, its politics, economics, social factors, people’s mentality, 
religion, and culture. 

The first group includes the following observations. There are university students 
who question the very essence of international law, and by extension IHRL, as a true 
legal branch or its international nature, while others doubt whether international law 
is still capable of solving the complicated problems of today. There are those who 
admit the importance of public international law from a doctrinal and theoretical 
perspective, but deny its practical role compared to domestic law. Further, students 
tend to rely on domestic legal concepts, principles, and analogies to understand 
international legal sources and concepts. In other words, there is a clear tendency to 
apply the logic of the “law of subordination” typical of domestic legal systems to the 
“law of coordination” which characterizes international law and IHRL. The influence 
of political considerations on the application and implementation of international 
law must be noted, too. As is well known, the role of the existence or absence 
of political will of governments when it comes to domestic implementation and 
dissemination of knowledge on treaty and customary IHRL is crucial. This often 
leads to a misperception among students of international law and IHRL that the entire 
international law structure represents a regulatory system governed by Realpolitik

33 See in Russian at https://karsu.uz/ru/ (last accessed 4 September 2022). 

https://karsu.uz/ru/
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rather than cosmopolitan axiology and legal values. All these difficulties ultimately 
contribute to students’ skeptical attitudes toward modern international law. 

When it comes to the second group of challenges, one problem lies in govern-
ments’ and populations’ general perception of law and its dissemination. According 
to this author elsewhere: 

Law is oftentimes regarded by certain authorities [in Central Asia] as merely an instrument, 
i.e., a functional tool to support exclusively the state system and national interests but not as 
a value on its own or a means to help improve the well-being of the society. This, along with 
a traditional conformist mentality and general distrust of the people toward legal rules as 
serving only the interests of the State, results in attitudes such as legal nihilism and low legal 
culture. Adding to this is an underestimation of the influence and power of the respective 
progressive academic schools of legal thought which are not sufficiently represented by 
prominent academics and lack proper tools, textbooks, individual and collective monographs, 
reference editions, etc. While the constitutional systems of all post-Soviet States include 
elements of the democratic, liberal, secular and social State, and encompass most of the 
categories of fundamental constitutional/human rights (civil, political, economic, social and 
cultural) in their respective Supreme Laws, their implementation in practice remains another 
major challenge. This in large part may be attributed to the preponderance of statist and 
positivist approaches to the law in almost all countries of the region.34 

All the challenges mentioned in the above quote, i.e., (1) legal nihilism and low 
legal culture, (2) underestimation of the power of the academic schools of legal 
thought, and (3) statist and positivist approaches to law, equally apply to public 
international law, IHRL, and the academic instruction thereof. International law— 
and IHRL by extension—is part of law as such. Alongside the general attitudes 
toward law, international law is also often perceived by both students and teachers as 
merely an instrument of power politics and government decision-making rather than 
an important value-oriented legal phenomenon and essential tool to ensure peace, 
security, and the well-being of the people, including their individual rights. This 
affects the teaching of human rights law courses to undergraduate students: in my 
opinion, before embarking on learning the tenets of IHRL, students need first to have 
a solid basic understanding of law and legal theory, so as to be able to appreciate the 
role of the different branches of law but also to be able to critically reflect on legal 
norms and principles operating at the international level and protecting individual 
and collective rights. 

Furthermore, a well-known problem with the idea of human rights and inter-
national law lies in it being viewed essentially as a product of Western culture, 
promoting predominantly Western values and interests that are often considered 
alien or even incompatible with Eastern/non-Western culture(s). A sub-concept of 
this “Westernism,” so-called Eurocentrism, that is a European bias, may serve as 
an illustrative example in this regard. This phenomenon has long been noted and 
commented upon by scholars.35 Being part of Asia, Central Asia is also prone to such 
attitudes. This often necessitates reconstructing or restructuring the older curricula

34 Rustam Atadjanov, “Building the State of Law (Rechtsstaat) in the Countries of Central Asia: an 
Unachievable Dream or Realistic Objective?” Law and State 3(92) (2021): 53, at 64. 
35 See for an instructive overview and useful discussion: B. S. Chimni, “Is There an Asian Approach 
to International Law? Questions, Theses and Reflections” in Asian Yearbook of International Law,
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to encompass non-Western scholarship of international law and human rights but 
also means dealing with students’ cultural relativistic points of view. 

Finally, the scarcity of library resources on IHRL at the higher education estab-
lishments in the Central Asian region needs to be noted. The majority of the modern 
literature on human rights law—is difficult to obtain in these libraries, at least in 
paper format. This might partially be related to the very limited funding for library 
stocks, but it may also well be due to a lack of interest and insufficient motivation 
to order foreign titles written in English to be made available for students being 
educated in universities where the language of instruction is English. Coupled with 
the lack of teaching aids and textbooks on the subject in Russian or in English, this 
problem represents a major issue to be tackled at the systemic level. In the author’s 
opinion, a lack of scholarly resources does not bode well for effective instruction in 
any discipline. 

5 Ways Ahead for Human Rights Education in 
Central Asia 

In order to address the challenges of HRE in Central Asia described above, I propose 
the following potentially useful approaches. First, I suggest that, to make human 
rights instruction much more systematic and holistic, all interested parties, begin-
ning with the relevant state entities, allocate and expand the necessary resources.36 

Commitment to human rights could better be demonstrated in practice, including by 
way of providing the necessary financial means to improve the relevant education 
systems. 

Second, with a view to addressing the key issue of legal nihilism and the low 
level of legal culture, proper, comprehensive, theoretical, doctrinal, and practical 
dissemination of knowledge and coverage of legal principles in a systematic manner 
appears necessary. It is proposed that these countries further develop and expand their 
respective schools of legal thought, which could contribute to strengthening the role 
of the law and its efficiency, not only in the state’s interests but, first and foremost, for 
the benefit of society.37 Moreover, taking into account attitudes of local populations 
and mentality of the people, the dissemination of legal values and ideas needs to be 
integrated into the education system at an early stage. This is not only a question

B. S. Chimni, Miyoshi Masahiro and Thio Li-Ann, eds. (Brill, 2011), 264; Jean d’Aspremont, 
“International Law in Asia: the Limits to the Western Constitutionalist and Liberal Doctrines”, in 
Asian Yearbook of International Law, B. S. Chimni, Miyoshi Masahiro and Thio Li-Ann, eds. (Brill, 
2009), passim.
36 Amnesty International, “Human Rights Education. High Level Overview of HRE Instruments, 
Mechanisms to be Considered in Central Asia”, EUR 04/9074/2018, 11 September 2018, at 5. 
37 Rustam Atadjanov, “Building the State of Law (Rechtsstaat) in the Countries of Central Asia: 
an Unachievable Dream or Realistic Objective?” Law and State 3(92) (2021): 53, at 65. See also 
Amnesty International, “Human Rights Education. High Level Overview of HRE Instruments, 
Mechanisms to be Considered in Central Asia”, EUR 04/9074/2018, 11 September 2018, at 5. 
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of developing schools of legal thought. If the understanding of law as a basic value, 
and not just a tool, along with an effective explanation of the idea of human rights, 
true constitutionalism, and civil society, are not covered during the early stages of 
education (high school), gaps in legal awareness and legal culture will arise.38 

Third, and building on the previous recommendation, it appears important for 
human rights instructors, educators, and teachers in Central Asia to apply the so-
called value-based approach to their teaching. This approach suggests a contextual-
ized explanation of IHRL from the perspective of its contribution to the protection 
of fundamental values of humankind, such as respect for human rights and funda-
mental freedoms, but also global peace and security. It is in line with a more general 
view on the law as being a “protective” set of rules rather than simply a “regula-
tive” system. International law and IHRL’s fundamental premise that they serve the 
needs of the global/international community and individuals by way of maintaining, 
securing the achievement of, and protecting the key values of humanity (“humanity” 
as in “humankind”) is more likely to be clearly understood when the aforementioned 
approach is applied. 

Fourth, and finally, special attention has to be paid to the quality of the instructors 
who deliver the human rights courses. Human rights law and IHRL must be taught by 
properly trained teachers and professors, otherwise human rights education reforms 
will not be viable. If teachers and trainers are not able to explain, e.g., the difference 
between a right-holder and a duty-bearer, cannot themselves identify human rights 
violations or abuses or give relevant examples, or properly analyze case studies, the 
adoption and improvement of human rights curricula/programs may in fact negatively 
influence the respect for human rights in the countries of Central Asia. Training of 
educators would need to be approached consistently, for example by supporting their 
participation in various types of human rights events, providing relevant on-the-job 
training, inviting international experts to speak, and recruiting instructors who have 
graduated from foreign universities with a focus on public international law and 
human rights.39 

6 Conclusion 

The discussion in this chapter covered several challenges and problematic issues that 
education systems in Central Asia experience in terms of teaching human rights-
related disciplines in high schools and universities. It grouped these challenges into 
two main categories: those pertaining to the unique nature of IHRL itself as being 
part of public international law, and those related to and flowing from local contexts 
in the region. By subsequently proposing certain potentially useful recommendations 
and approaches (such as, for example, value-based approaches), this chapter offers

38 Amnesty International, “Human Rights Education. High Level Overview of HRE Instruments, 
Mechanisms to be Considered in Central Asia”, EUR 04/9074/2018, 11 September 2018, at 5–6. 
39 Ibid. 
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not only a description of the problems human rights instructors encounter in their 
work but also provides a range of potentially useful methods or tools to address those 
problems. 

This chapter in no way purports to provide a comprehensive description or range 
of methods and tools. Instead, its suggestions should be taken as a minimal starting 
point for improving the teaching of human rights in the region where the latter’s role 
is oftentimes ignored or insufficiently recognized. While some instructors (including 
the author of this work) have already begun to employ several of these methods and 
approaches, for others this might not yet be the case. With this in mind, the author 
hopes that this piece will serve as an instrumental tool for instructors and educators 
who genuinely want to improve their teaching of human rights law. 

In order for IHRL to be applied effectively and successfully in Central Asia, it must 
first be learnt and understood properly by government representatives and populations 
alike. For this, we rely on high school and university teachers and instructors to carry 
out their duties professionally. In the modern world, where IHRL, with its value 
system, is constantly challenged and its norms and principles are often blatantly 
violated, the task of these instructors becomes all the more crucial. Certainly, all 
the challenges described above need to be addressed in a principled, systematic, 
and contextualized manner. Considering that the education systems in the region, 
along with the state and legal systems, are still developing and continue to face many 
hurdles, this will not be easy. One needs to be patient but also determined. That said, 
when was anything about human rights law and its proper realization ever easy? And 
the very same applies to effective teaching of human rights law as well. 
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