
The Indian Journal for Research in Law 
and Management
Open Access Law Journal – Copyright © 2025
Editor-in-Chief – Dr. Muktai Deb Chavan; Publisher – Alden Vas; ISSN: 2583-9896

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution- 
Non-Commercial-Share  Alike 4.0 International  (CC-BY-NC-SA 4.0)  License,  which permits 
unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium provided the 
original work is properly cited.

ROLE OF NHRC

In a country like India, where inequality often hides behind the bureaucracy, institutions like 

the National Human Rights Commission quietly try to fill those gaps by standing up for those 

citizens of a nation who can’t take their own stand. Most people don’t even know where to go 

when their basic rights are violated. For them, the NHRC becomes the first listener and the 

only support for them.

NHRC does not have any additional power to punish the accused; however, it has the power 

to  question  the  law and  the  accused,  and  in  a  democratic  nation,  this  act  alone  can  be 

powerful. NHRC might not get media hype, but it works behind the scenes to push the states 

to do better, act faster, and care for all.

 

What is NHRC and its establishment?

The NHRC was established in 1993 under the protection of the Human Rights Act1, a move 

that proved to be a landmark regarding concern about police violence, state apathy, and civil 

1 The Protection of Human Rights Act, No. 10 of 1993, § 3, Acts of Parliament, 1993 (India).
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rights violations. NHRC is a statutory and independent body2 that was created by law and is 

not controlled by the government.

They do have the power and freedom to function neutrally and can file suo moto3 on behalf of 

individuals in some cases if  no one has filed a PIL to ensure justice and fairness in the 

system. Its main focus is not only reacting to incidents but also promoting a human rights 

culture across India among citizens by advising policies and increasing awareness.

 

Core function of NHRC:

There are a number of functions that NHRC does to accomplish its purpose.

It  investigates complaints of human rights violations across nations,  whether filed by the 

victim itself, a third party, or taken up by suo moto.

NHRC visits jails,  detention centres, and mental institutions to review the conditions and 

treatment of inmates4.

They conduct research and public education on human rights issues, helping ordinary citizens 

become aware of their rights and what to do when being violated.

Reviews laws and international treaties and suggests to the nation how they can align its laws 

better with human rights standards.

2 Id. § 2(d) (defining "Commission" and its status as a statutory body).
3 Id. § 12(a) (empowering the Commission to inquire suo moto into violations of human rights).

4 Id. § 12(c) (authorizing the Commission to visit detention and custodial institutions).
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Engage with NGOs, state governments, and civil societies, and promote joint efforts from all 

to protect vulnerable communities.

  

Powers of NHRC:

The NRHC has the same power as a civil court5 during inquiries of a case; it can summon 

witness, examine documents, and call for reports.

NHRC  can  recommend  financial  relief  and  compensation  to  victims  of  human  rights 

violations and can request disciplinary actions against guilty officers. However, the NHRC 

cannot enforce punishments or put someone in jail directly, which is a big limitation, and so 

many called it a “toothless tiger.”6 Still, its moral authority and public reports often pressure 

the government regarding human rights violation acts, directly or indirectly.

NHRC’s strength lies not in force but in exposing the truth, triggering public debate, and 

guiding reforms.

 

Real-Life Impact:

5Id. § 13 (detailing the powers of the Commission during inquiries).
6  Rajeev Dhavan, “Toothless Tigers and Rights Commissions”, The Hindu (Jan. 5, 2003), 
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/toothless-tigers/article34056.ece.
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During the 2002 Gujarat riots, NHRC was the institution that demanded the reopening of 

closed cases such as the Best Bakery case7.

Custodial  death  incidents,  such  as  the  infamous  Jayaraj-Bennix  case8 in  Tamil  Nadu, 

NHRC’s  response  regarding  this  case  were  wider  investigation  and  discussion.  This 

commission has helped rescue and rehabilitate bonded labourers, who were being treated like 

modern-day slaves in brick kilns and fields9. Not only this, they also acted on child labour 

and trafficking cases and ensured that minors were removed from dangerous situations and 

given shelter and educational support.

At  last,  they also brought  into media  attention the  police  excesses,  fake encounters,  and 

inhumane jail conditions that most of the countries overlook globally.

Challenges faced by NHRC:

The  NHRC is  often  accused  of  being  slow in  responding,  especially  during  high-stakes 

conditions such as riots and major political protests. Also, their recommendations are not 

binding, and so the governments can choose to ignore them.

Understaffing and delays overall have affected the ability of this commission to deal with the 

thousands of cases it  receives every year.  There is also a belief that it  sometimes avoids 

politically sensitive cases so as to maintain neutrality but at the cost of justice.

7  National Human Rights Commission, Annual Report 2002–03, at 45 (India).
8 NHRC Advisory on Custodial Violence in the Aftermath of Sathankulam Incident, No. 80/2020,
9 9. National Human Rights Commission, Rescue and Rehabilitation of Bonded Labourers, Case Study 
Compendium (2021), https://nhrc.nic.in.
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NHRC is often viewed as an elitist body, disconnected from grassroots realities of the world, 

with the presence of retired bureaucrats and judges at the top positions and the absence of 

activists and youth voices.

 

Why NHRC Still Matters in India’s Democracy:

Despite carrying limitations, NHRC represents a system of checks and balances and watches 

over the state and its agencies. It provides a simple way for ordinary people to report human 

rights abuse or violation without needing any expensive lawyers10. In this time, where trust 

among institutions is declining, the NHRC is one of the few that still works transparently and 

independently.

It is a reminder that the state is not above the law and that human dignity must always come 

before arbitrary power.

 

Conclusion:

In today’s period, the NHRC may not have the power to arrest or convict an accused, but it 

holds the power to expose and shame. For millions of unheard citizens, labourers, Dalits, 

refugees, children, and prisoners, this institution is one of the few that actually cared about 

their rights.

10 NHRC Complaint Filing Guidelines, available at https://nhrc.nic.in/complaint
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In  the  end,  it’s  not  about  perfection;  it  is  about  presence.  The  National  Human  Rights 

Commission is one of the institutions, and in a democratic nation, sometimes that is enough 

to begin with.
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