
 

Author Q&A: Professor Surya P. Subedi, OBE, QC (Hon), DPhil (Oxon.) 

1. How did you get involved in international law, and what has you led to where you are 

now? 

 

Prior to coming to the UK to study for an LLM in International Law, I was working as a law 

officer in the international law office of the Government of Nepal. I had to deal with some 

complex international law cases, but did not have a proper training or education for it. I 

realised that I needed to enhance my knowledge of international law to discharge my duties 

more effectively. I was successful in winning a British Council Scholarship (now known as 

Chevening Scholarship) to study for an LLM in International Law. I came to the University of 

Hull, which had just introduced a new LLM programme in international law, and I liked the 

modules that they offered. I made the most of my time at Hull and one of the major courses 

that I studied was international human rights law and I have since then remained engaged 

with his area. I completed my LLM with Distinction, was awarded a prize for best LLM student 

of the year and was successful in winning a scholarship to Oxford for my doctoral studies.  

After Oxford, I changed my course of action in life and decided to pursue an academic career, 

as I wanted to publish in international law and human rights. But I continued to advise the 

Government of Nepal on international legal matters and have since been recognised for my 

work in the UK. I was promoted successively from a lecturer in law in 1993 to a full professor 

in 1999 - a matter of six years. I currently am Professor of International Law at the University 

of Leeds. I have served as the UN Special Rapporteur for human rights in Cambodia and have 

been credited for developing and successfully employing a constructive approach, i.e. offering 

suggestions to governments when criticising their record of human rights. I have also served 

as a member of a high-level Advisory Group on Human Rights to the then British Foreign 

Secretary Mr William Hague MP (now Lord Hague) between 2010 and 2015. Finally, I was 

made an OBE for services to international law in 2004 and appointed a Queen’s Counsel (QC) 

honoris causa in 2017, in recognition of my contribution to the development of international 

law and to the advancement of human rights. 

 

 



 

2. What inspired you to write about human rights and international law?  

 

I was born into an academic family in Lamjung Khudi, a picturesque village in the foothills of 

the Annapurna mountain range of the Himalayas, Nepal. Inspired by the teachings of 

Hindu/Buddhist philosophy of peace, non-violence, equality, tolerance, and a sense of duty 

to others, I took to law for my university education believing that it was a discipline in the 

service of others. My father was a great educationalist and a scholar of Sanskrit, and public 

service ethos were strong in the Subedi family. I was concerned from the very beginning about 

the wellbeing of people and equality between men and women.  

The first real encounter that I had with human rights was when I was a student leader in the 

late 1970s, fighting for democracy in my native country. I was imprisoned twice for 

challenging effectively a one-party system of government, known as the party-less panchayat 

system. As a law student, I asked myself what rights did I have under international human 

rights law, what could the UN do for me and what legal remedies did I have so that I could 

challenge the administrative order in their detention of me in jail without a trial? When I was 

eventually released from prison, I resumed my studies and upon the completion of my law 

degree I began to practise law as an advocate. Again, I realised all the imperfections of the 

national and international legal system in protecting fundamental rights of my clients as 

individuals. When I embarked on my academic career in the UK, I continued to pursue these 

questions and I began to write about human rights law. 

 

3. Are there any misconceptions about the effectiveness of the UN human right’s system 

that you would like to clear up?  

 

Because of the promise made by the UN to promote and protect human rights, many people 

around the globe expect the UN to be robust in dealing with human rights violations. But 

people do not realise that the UN system of human rights is not well equipped to do so nor is 

it designed to do so. After spending many years in academia in the UK studying, researching 

and publishing in human rights, I was appointed as the UN Special Rapporteur for human 

rights for Cambodia  and had to deal with the cases of everyday violations of human rights in 

the country, a underdeveloped and impoverished country, facing human rights challenges. 



 

After being on the receiving end of human rights violations during my early career, I myself 

was now in a high-level UN position responsible for monitoring and documenting human 

rights violations and doing my utmost to protect and promote human rights in another Asian 

country, similar in many respects to Nepal in terms of political upheaval.  

While the people of Cambodia had high expectations of me, I realised that in reality I had no 

real powers to protect people from the human rights violations they faced. For instance, I 

would receive regularly individual petitions from those whose rights were violated or were 

facing the threat of violation, but I had neither the powers nor the resources to entertain such 

petitions. Of course, I would use all means at my disposal, such as writing directly to the 

people in the government, bringing the matter to their attention in the forms of urgent 

appeals or allegation letters, and sometimes the violation would stop or the threat of eviction 

from their land would not be carried out. However, if the government ignored the 

communication and the eviction proceeded, resulting often in the burning down of the 

dwellings of the villagers and forcible eviction of families, there was little I or the UN system 

of human rights could do about it.   It was basically from the high altars of morality, reason 

and persuasion that I was expected to make my contribution to the promotion and protection 

of human rights in Cambodia by influencing change in policy or the conduct of the various 

branches of the government. I also realised that I was not alone in this respect: the 

effectiveness of most of the UN human rights mechanisms was also based on the use of soft 

power and this power was not adequate to deal with the harsh realities of human rights 

violations of a contemporary world, that is dominated by multi-polarism in international 

relations. 

 

4. What changes to human right’s law have you witnessed since beginning your academic 

research?  

 

There has been a phenomenal growth in both national and international human rights law, 

the case law and academic literature over the years and decades since I began my research 

in this area. It is becoming a challenge to keep oneself abreast of the developments in this 

area. In my view, many researchers have become too specialised and too narrowly focussed 



 

often not fully aware of the broader picture within which international human rights law 

operates. 

 

5. You’re the editor of a Routledge series, Human Rights and International Law, what do 

you feel is the aim of this series and where do you see it heading?  

 

Yes, I am and feel privileged to be so. The aim of the series is to meet the need for a new 

research programme offering a broad-ranging, interdisciplinary and global perspective on the 

major contemporary debates in human rights. This series has two main strands: Human Rights 

interaction with the international legal order, exploring the interaction, interrelationship and 

potential conflicts between human rights and other branches of international law and 

emerging themes and debates in human rights, looking at the most significant areas for 

discussion of human rights law and the development of thematic sub disciplines. Each volume 

in the series stands on its own as a clear and comprehensive overview of the topic presented, 

while the series as a whole is designed to offer a survey of human rights law conflicts, debates 

and interactions currently at issue in the international arena. The series has done exceedingly 

well thus far. We have published some great titles and some are already in the pipeline. We 

have received book proposals from scholars of very high calibre from around the globe. We 

have not compromised on quality. Every volume has gone through a rigorous academic 

scrutiny before it was accepted for publication. The series is heading from strength to 

strength. 

 

6. You have been involved in a number of publications with Routledge, most recently The 

Effectiveness of the UN Human Rights System: Reform and the Judicialisation of Human 

Rights. What has encouraged you to continue working with us?  

 

It is the team within Routledge that I work with that inspires me and encourages to strive 

harder. They are very efficient, courteous and helpful group of people with an enviable 

amount of experience in publishing. It has been a real pleasure and an honour for me to work 

with them. Working together, we are making a meaningful contribution to the study of human 

rights and international law.  



 

 

7. What advice would you give to an aspiring researcher in your field?  

 

I would say focus on quality, quality and quality of your work. The world has opened up so 

much for everybody, but at the same time it has become fiercely competitive. They should 

identify a gap in the literature, find a niche area for focus, and adopt an innovative approach 

to writing to cater for the need of the fast changing and rapidly evolving world.  

 

8. As a law academic, what kind of research do you undertake before writing a book or an 

article? 

 

It is a matter of establishing which area of law needs further exploration and development 

and what contribution could be made to this effect. It is through the literature survey, and 

sometimes through direct practical experience, we realise that certain areas of law need to 

be closely examined for further clarity. Many scholarly work are about establishing what the 

law is on a given subject matter, identifying the weaknesses of the law and suggesting 

measures to change it. There is a great deal of brainstorming that goes on before researching 

and eventually writing an article or a book for publication. 

 

9. What would you like your readers to take away from your writing?  

 

From quite early on in my academic career, reviewers of my books have credited me for 

writing books and articles that are accessible to readers. I aim to make my work as reader-

friendly as possible. I go for clarity in expression and avoid convoluted sentences. This is one 

of the reasons that my publications have gone on to do well. Further, I take a macro rather 

than a micro approach to writing. My attempt has been to paint a picture on a bigger canvass. 

This is an approach I take in life generally, looking at the broader picture of strategy and 

grappling with the main issues of the day. Perhaps as a person born and brought up in a 

country with towering mountains, I have a natural tendency to see things further afield, on 

the wider horizon from a hilltop, rather than in the immediate periphery! 

 

 



 

 

10. Do you have any book or research ideas that you’re considering at the moment?  

 

I am currently researching the notion of economic justice in international law, and hope to 

develop it into a monograph. 

 

11. In relation to your time as the UN Special Rapporteur for human rights in Cambodia: 

- What was one of the main challenges you faced in this role?  

- What did you learn about human rights whilst in this role?  

- How did this position affect your outlook on human rights in the modern world?  

- What do you feel was your most significant achievement during your time in 

Cambodia?   

- How did this role contribute to your academic research?  

You have asked a mouthful number of questions within one question to answer! Briefly, one 

of the main challenges I faced was the perception in the people in the government of 

Cambodia that the UN human rights agenda was a western agenda. They thought I was there 

to promote the western agenda. I had to dispel that belief and I succeeded to a certain extent 

by taking an objective, impartial and independent view of the situation in the country. Whilst 

in the role, I learned the limitations of the UN system and what a big difference a small group 

of committed and dedicated human rights defenders can make to the life of other people. I 

was moved by the power of women, the disposed and disadvantaged, and the immense 

resilience that they displayed in defending their right to land against the land-grabbers.  

The gap between the expectations of the people from the UN human rights machinery and 

the lack of power and resources of this machinery was instrumental in affecting my outlook 

on human rights in the modern world. The most significant achievement of mine in this role 

in Cambodia was the acceptance of the package of judicial and electoral reform by both the 

government and the opposition party and implementation of some of my recommendations 

to this effect. The real practical experience that I had in tackling human rights issues in the 

country has shaped my outlook to the effectiveness of the UN human rights agenda and 

contributed to the development of my ideas about human rights in a significant manner. I 



 

believe my academic writing is informed by the real situation on the ground in many 

countries. 

 

12. Your new book, The Effectiveness of the UN Human Rights System: Reform and the 

Judicialisation of Human Rights, argues that the UN appears impressive in terms of 

promoting human rights but fails to hold governments with human rights violations to 

account. Can you highlight one possible cause of this, and one potential solution?  

The main cause of this is the lack of real or meaningful powers granted to UN human rights 

mechanisms one potential solution is de-politicisation of the workings of various UN human 

rights mechanisms, and judicialisation of international human rights in order to hold 

governments and individuals in positions of public authority to account for violations of 

human rights.   

 

13. How has your research, specifically for this title, affected your views on the UN as a 

whole and its role within modern society?  

The research that I conducted in writing this book has led me to believe that despite its 

imperfections, the UN is the only credible organisation that we have. Our endeavour should 

be to reform it and perfect it rather than abandon it, condemning it as an inefficient or 

ineffective bureaucratic organisation not fit for purpose, or an organisation designed to 

promote and sustain Western political agenda or an institution led by people not up to the 

challenges in hand. After all, the UN is a body where all States, regardless of what political 

system they adhere to, come together to debate and participate in its activities.  


