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Issues, thereby generating a cross current of ideas on emerging
matters. This platform shall also ignite the initiative and desire of
young law students to contribute in the field of law. The erudite
response of legal luminaries shall be solicited to enable readers to
explore challenges that lie before law makers, lawyers and the
society at large, in the event of the ever changing social, economic
and technological scenario.
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SAFEGUARDING THE RIGHTS OF INDIA’S
ELDERLY: HUMAN RIGHTS IN THE FACE OF
AGEING CHALLENGES

AUTHORED BY - AKRATI AGNIHOTRI
Assistant Professor
SAGE University, Indore

Abstract
Old age is an inevitable phase of human life, comparable to childhood in its dependency. In
traditional Indian society, elders were venerated as divine figures, but the shift toward nuclear
families has disrupted this cultural norm, often leading to neglect and marginalization of the
elderly. Today, many older adults are seen as burdens once they become economically and
physically dependent. This paper explores the legal, social, and institutional gaps affecting the
elderly in India and evaluates current laws, policies, and frameworks aimed at protecting their
rights. It emphasizes the urgent need to reinforce human dignity and welfare for senior citizens

in the evolving societal structure.

1. Introduction

Human rights, inherently tied to the dignity of every individual, apply to all—regardless of age.
These rights, although universal and timeless, are often undermined in old age. While civil
liberties are defined by state law, human rights are broader and not subject to political whims.
Recognized globally through instruments like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(1948), they emphasize values such as liberty, equality, and access to basic needs. The elderly
deserve to benefit from these protections as much as any other age group.

2. Traditional Perspectives on Elderly Care

In ancient India, the Vedic tradition emphasized respect, service, and reverence toward elders
as a sacred duty. The societal structure was governed by the concept of '‘Chatur Ashrama'—
Brahmacharya, Grihastha, Vanaprastha, and Sannyasa. During Vanaprastha, elders were
encouraged to withdraw from material responsibilities and focus on spiritual progress,

supported by family and community.
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"Matr devo bhava, Pitr devo bhava..." (Taittiriya Upanishad 1.11.2) — 'Revere your mother
as God; revere your father as God.'

This foundational Vedic verse clearly equates parents with divinity, making elder care a
dharmic (righteous) responsibility rather than just a social norm.

[Further sections will include modern challenges, legal frameworks, international perspectives,

integration of Vedic models in policymaking, and conclusion with ancient scriptural insights.]

3. The Rise of Modern Human Rights

Modern human rights evolved alongside democratic and legal reforms in the 17th and 18th

centuries, including landmark charters like the English Bill of Rights and the U.S. Constitution.
Over time, these ideas extended to cover vulnerable groups—children, women, and eventually
the elderly—prompting international conventions and humanitarian treaties that now shape the

rights discourse globally.

4. The Indian Context: Challenges Facing the Elderly

a) Financial Hardship:

Older individuals often face financial difficulties due to job loss, lack of pension coverage, and
limited savings.

b) Affliction:

Ageing leads to physical decline, yet access to medical care, nutrition, and suitable housing
remains limited for many.

c) Psychological and Sociatal Pressure:

Isolation, depression, and elder abuse are growing problems, especially with the decline of the
joint family system.

d) Increasing Elderly community:

India’s senior population is expanding rapidly, projected to exceed 18% of the population by
2025.

e) Elder Abuse:

Abuse can be physical, emotional, or financial, often rooted in prolonged family conflict or
dependence dynamics.
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5. Global Perspective and International Obligations

International law recognizes older individuals’ rights to dignity, safety, healthcare, housing,
and participation. Major developments include the UN Plan of Action on Ageing (1982),
International Day of Older Persons (October 1), and the UN Principles for Older Persons

(1991), emphasizing independence, participation, care, self-fulfillment, and dignity.

6. Legal and Policy Measures in India

a) Constitutional Provisions:

Directive Principles (Articles 41 and 46) recognize the State’s role in ensuring elderly welfare.
b) Personal Laws:

- Hindu Law (HAMA 1956)

- Muslim Law (duty to maintain aged parents)

c¢) Criminal Law:

- Section 125 CrPC mandates financial support from children to dependent parents.

d) Government Schemes:

Includes National Policy for Older Persons (1999), AGEWELL Council, and travel/health/tax
benefits.

7. Reclaiming Vedic Values in Contemporary Policy

India’s ancient Vedic civilization did not view ageing as a decline, but as a period of
enlightenment and societal contribution. Reincorporating these principles in modern
policymaking can enrich the ethical framework for senior citizen welfare.

Policy Inspirations from Vedic Culture:

- Vanaprastha Ashrams

- Intergenerational Learning

- Dharmic Duty-Based Campaigns

8. Conclusion

The crisis in elderly care in India is not due to a lack of legal frameworks alone, but a gradual
erosion of civilizational values. Ancient Indian scriptures offer timeless guidance on how
societies must treat their elders—with compassion, dignity, and reverence. We must re-
spiritualize the discourse around ageing by reconnecting with the wisdom of the Vedas and

Upanishads, turning the tide from neglect to nurture.
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"An elder, even when poor or unproductive, is not a burden but a bearer of light in the twilight
of life."
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