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ABSTRACT

This chapter explores what Human Rights Literacy (HRL) involves and how it establishes and develops 
improved rights of the citizens supportive to social justice in the society. People with different cultural 
backgrounds have the fundamental right to be literate members of society. However, due to various 
cultural influences, this right is somewhat restricted to certain individuals. For example, girls’ educa-
tion has become controversial in some lands. There are still instances in some cultures where people 
of all walks of life, such as LGBTI, Blacks, Indigenous people, migrants, etc., are helpless in the face 
of their rights. Thus, legal literacy and its unique component of human rights literacy are essential to 
ensure the protection of human rights. A theoretical framework is eventually drawn up by summarising 
the findings of the study.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter discusses the placement of HRL to protect human rights in a changing global environment 
and unexpected and expected actions that could lead to human rights violations. Among the desired 
actions, diversity, resentment, inherited difference, marginalisation, and violence are the main factors. 
These actions relate to living realities within the gap between history, cultures of memory and human 
rights ideals. HRL is structured between the ideals of human rights and the non-realisation of rights in 
everyday life. Given the crucial role that the United Nations aspires to play in HRL, the lack of essential 
tools, institutions, processes, and significant education on the consequences of democracy increases the 

Human Rights Literacy (HRL) 
to Promote and Sustain 

Attitudes and Behaviours 
Supportive of Social Justice

Chaminda Chiran Jayasundara
University of Kelaniya, Sri Lanka



160

Human Rights Literacy to Promote and Sustain Attitudes and Behaviours Supportive of Social Justice
 

likelihood of becoming a victim of human rights violations. The classroom-based counselling platform 
is one of the leading centres for international human rights culture due to its unique ability to evoke 
moral empathy. Accordingly, Human Rights Education (HRE) promotes HRL, that is, history, values, 
concepts, engagement with key documents and organisations essential to democratic values   and aspira-
tions, especially the principles of human dignity, equality, non-compliance and justice. Teacher education 
should contribute to the HRL of teachers so that they can move towards equality. Teachers are not the 
only professionals positioned to promote equality, and no one needs to be a professional to be an agent 
of change. Therefore, HRL can motivate students entering careers and professions to transition wher-
ever they face human rights issues in general. Literacy is never the primary objective of education but 
a vehicle for the public good, at which the oppressed can reach a critical juncture, often looking out for 
legal assistance for redressing the affected individuals. Through a comprehensive literacy project, those 
engaged in learning in the teacher-student / student-teacher dialogue can easily face for HRL challenges, 
violations and analyse society. They gain knowledge of human rights positions in the global arena and 
derive generative themes from being studied from narratives of their own experiences. HRL education 
allows people to become fully human, understand structures, and gain a better understanding of the 
functions of society that limit them on the path to liberation. However, any HRL programme needs to 
be critically examined from a fundamental perspective to protecting human rights and be in line with 
the needs of the rights of the abused individuals.

The Motivation of the Chapter

This chapter explores what HRL involves and how it establishes and develops improved rights of the 
citizens supportive to social justice in the society.

METHODOLOGY

A two‐pronged methodology was undertaken: The Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach (Rous-
seau et al., 2008) to perform a first selection of the most related papers to be included in the analysis, and 
Citation Network Analysis (Hummon & Doreian, 1989) to perform a second selection based on citations 
to delve into the process of knowledge creation, transfer and development. A new methodology was 
derived from the combination of these two methods: Systematic Literature Network Analysis (SLNA). 
These two methodologies, i.e. SLR and CNA, are integrated into the research process as illustrated in 
Figure 1 described by Colicchia and Strozzi (2012).

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Notions of the Literacy

Literacy is defined as “the ability to read and write” (Barber and Oxford Reference Online, 2005); thus, 
literacy means becoming a full member of the written language community (Zariski, 2011). However, 
from a practical point of view, being literate means going beyond the basic ability to read and write. 
The International Adult Literacy Survey (Kirsch, 2001) defines it as the ability to understand and use 
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