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This publication is dedicated to every human 
rights defender who toils in the world to bring 
about justice in society, and to every believer 

who finds in his or her belief tradition a source of 
strength and will to stand up against oppression and 
in favor of human dignity. 

Dedication

We wish to make a special dedication to the Rev. 
Gerard Jean-Juste, who traveled to attend our con-
ference despite being terribly ill with leukemia, an 
illness that was exacerbated during his many years of 
struggle for human rights in his beloved Haiti and in 
the United States as well. The reverend passed away 
on May 27, 2009. His call to all of us gathered in 
Atlanta will stay in our hearts. He said: “I am begging 
my brothers and sisters to understand. Put yourselves 
in the shoes of those who are hungry, thirsty, home-
less, refugees; those who are arbitrarily arrested and 
kept in jail in many parts of America and everywhere; 
those who are sick and cannot find medication; those 
who do not go to school. … In the Gospel, Chapter 25 
of Matthew, verses 36–46, Jesus says, ‘I was hungry, 
you fed me; I was homeless, you sheltered me; and I 
was in prison, you visited me.’ So, we have an order 
to help our brothers improve their lots.”

Rev. Gerard Jean-Juste
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Preface

When The Carter Center and Human Rights 
First decided on the topic and scope of 
this conference, the agenda seemed ambi-

tious and difficult to tackle in one gathering. Instead, 
we found that the deliberations were unusually rich 
and complementary. We understood that we have to 
think “outside the box” to find new ways and identify 
new relationships that can help us make progress in 
preventing atrocities and advancing justice. After 
the group spent three days together, we ended with a 
number of presentations that helped pull together the 
threads of this multi-dimensional discussion. Among 
these was one speaker who managed to capture the 
spirit of the event perfectly. We feature him here, 
in the preface, because of his beautiful and hopeful 
message. Hopefully, this message will encourage the 
reader to read on in search of many more such jewels 
in the pages that follow.

Imam Al-Hajj Talib 
Abdur-Rashid 

I remember several years ago former U.S. President 
Jimmy Carter came to visit those of us in New 
York City and spoke at Trinity Church. That was 

probably the largest interfaith gathering of religious 
leaders that I have ever seen in New York and I have 
seen a lot of them. I remember President Carter said 
that there are a lot of conflicts all over the world. 
On the surface, they appear to be between religious 
groups, but if you look below the surface, you see 
people in conflict over access to natural resources, 
political and economic power, and so on. 

After your address, several of us went to lunch. I 
remember sitting at a lunch table with mostly men 
who at that time were single pastors, ministers, and 
rabbis of some of the major Christian and Jewish 

houses of worship in New York City. 
And I asked them, “Yeah, so what 
do you think about what President 
Carter said?” And the table was 
quiet for a few minutes and finally 
someone, half mumbled, half whis-
pered, “Well, he’s mainly right.” For 
me, being younger than all of them, 
I said, “So what are we going to do 
about this?” And again the table was 
quiet. Finally, someone spoke up, 
“Well, just us coming together in 
groups like this is a start.” And that 
was something that everybody could 
say: “Oh yeah, yeah that is right.”

I remember I was very disturbed 
by the conversation. When I went 
home, I thought about growing up 
in America in the 1950s, those born 

Talib Abdur-Rashid
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in the early 1950s, 1960s, 1970s. During that time, 
people in houses of worship mobilized: the civil rights 
movement and South African apartheid, which was 
really an extension of the civil rights struggle. After 
that, everybody kind of cooled out. You know, it was 
maybe women’s rights a little bit, AIDS a little bit, 
not too much of anything. 

And maybe one or two years after that, Amadou 
Diallo was killed in New York City in one of the 
really most shocking, horrific cases of police brutality, 
abuse of power, and denial of human rights in the his-
tory of New York City. And everybody, from maybe 
junior high school age and up, was out in the streets 
of New York City expressing their outrage, except for 
the mainstream religious leaders. 

Appeal to Religious Leaders

Because I was associated with several of the religious 
leaders, I kept raising the issue until, finally, we had a 
heated meeting. Someone said, “Listen, when things 
like this happen, there are religious leaders who have 
congregations who expect them to speak out on the 
issue in favor of justice.” He continued, “There are 
religious leaders who have congregations who expect 
them to not speak out on such matters.” That was 
a real eye-opener for me. Eventually, we decided on 
things we could do that would make people feel com-
fortable. But that was a real look, in my mind, into 
what President Carter referred to earlier as the col-
laborationist role of religious leaders. 

I wrestled with that for a couple of years and then 
Sept. 11 happened where every religious leader I 
knew went into a crisis-response mode. That morn-
ing, we were all on the telephone trying to decide 
what we could do for the people of New York City. 
I remembered the response of people; we had some 
interfaith services that people found very reassuring, 
very uplifting. A few of us on Sept. 13 were on the 
Bill Moyers show and the switchboard lit up with 
people calling from all over America. And when we 
went off the air, I remember this one woman saying, 
“I need to talk to everyone: the rabbi, the imam, the 
priest.” So we all stayed there after the show went 

off the air. She said, “I wish the people in the White 
House could just sit and talk with you all, because 
they need to listen.”

Appeal to Strengthen Religious Leaders in America

I am raising this today because many of the human 
rights concerns that are being expressed here on 
an international basis are really reflected right here 
in American society. I mean, it is two years since 
Hurricane Katrina, and things are still horrible there. 
We are talking about a lack of response on a human 
rights level. I wanted to raise this issue and say to 
those of you who are visiting, that those of us who 
are religious leaders and human rights activists in 

America have the same concerns you have and the 
implications of this compromise of the prophetic 
voice are global in nature. And those of us who are 
maybe more in the religious arena, we need to find a 
way to address this issue. We need to find a way to  
get conferences like this out where religious leaders 
can be confronted with these same questions, because 
if the religious leaders are not providing a light for  
the people, then how are the people going to be  
able to see? 

This conference has reaffirmed my belief that reli-
gious and spiritual leaders must do two things. On 
one hand, those of us who are not already doing so 
must act as partners to support human rights actors, 
activists, and defenders. On the other hand, we must, 
as a matter of prophetic ability, be such actors, activ-
ists, and defenders ourselves. The human rights of 
mankind are sacred rights at least sanctioned if not 
ordained by Almighty God.

If the religious leaders are not providing 
a light for the people, then how are the 

people going to be able to see?



The Carter Center

4

Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum

The Modern Prophetic Mission

On Aug. 28, in the year 2000, more than 1,000 lead-
ers from 110 countries, representing the world’s major 
religions and faith, gathered at the U.N. General 
Assembly Hall for the Millennium World Peace 
Summit of Religious and Spiritual Leaders. At that 
time, Mary Robinson, a predecessor of our current 
U.N. high commissioner for human rights, stated, 
“Religion and faith remain powerful guides to good 
conduct and moral action, often running deeper than 
law and state, which in the grand sweep of history are 
relatively new institutions.” 

Yesterday the current high commissioner clearly 
defined part of the mission of all human rights 
defenders as the promotion of universal values and 
norms without consciously or subconsciously serv-
ing solely American interests. Looking at these pro-
nouncements in the light of Robinson’s statement, 
one can see the gravity of the modern prophetic 
mission. There is a Quranic verse that identifies the 
prophets and messengers of old, peace be upon them, 
as leaders guiding humanity by divine command. 
They are further described as inspired to do good 
deeds and acts, as well as establishing regular prayers, 
practicing regular charity, and constantly serving  
the Almighty. As this was the charge to the divine 
luminaries of ancient times, it is for us to follow their 

path to prophetic leadership today. The good deeds 
must include, as a matter of prophetic responsibility,  
advocacy for the poor whether in Africa, Europe, 
Asia, or America.

My friend and mentor, James Fox, has stated 
openly from the pulpit of America that poverty is a 
weapon of mass destruction. Our modern responsibil-
ity as religious and spiritual leaders must be to act 
as human rights protectors in defense of the sacred-
ness of human life. We must ask, and not be afraid 
to answer, how do our religious and spiritual cultures 
reinforce universal human values? Further, how do we 
put the sacred back in sacred life? Human rights vio-
lations are sacred life violations. If it is true that mass 
atrocities begin with the individual, then are we not 
individually responsible both for the life and rights of 
every single human being? We are. 

Prophetic Intervention

As religious and spiritual leaders, we must be willing 
to speak out against evil in our own backyard and not 
just someone else’s. Muslim leaders must speak against 
the atrocities committed in Darfur and elsewhere by 
the government of Sudan. Jewish leaders must speak 
against those atrocities committed in Palestine by 
the Israeli government. Christian leaders even right 
here in America must speak against human rights 
violations committed, whether domestically or inter-
nationally, by our own government, which is widely 
perceived as being under Christian leadership.

Sacred Life Defenders

Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad were all sacred rights 
defenders. When religious and spiritual leaders in 
America and throughout the world who invoke the 
name of any of these great prophets find themselves 
in a crisis of faith when confronted by men and 
women upholding sacred rights, then perhaps they 
should question whether or not they are truly wor-
shipping and serving the God of justice. 

 We must ask, and not be afraid  
to answer, how do our religious  
and spiritual cultures reinforce  

universal human values? 
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Imam Al-Hajj Talib Abdur-Rashid (United States, Muslim) 
is the religious and spiritual leader of the Mosque of Islamic 
Brotherhood in Harlem, New York City. He has been a Sunni 
Muslim since 1971, a member of the mosque since that time, and 
its imam since 1989. Talib Abdur-Rashid is also the amir (leader) 
of the Harlem Shura, a coalition of seven Harlem mosques. He 
is a deputy amir of the Majlis Ash-Shura (Islamic Leadership 
Council) of New York and deputy amir of the Muslim Alliance in 
North America. Further, Imam Talib (as he is popularly known) 
serves on or advises several interfaith bodies located in New 
York City. They include Harlem Congregations for Community 
Improvement, A Partnership of Faith in New York City, the 
Temple of Understanding, the Interfaith Center of New York, 
the Chancellor’s Interfaith Advisory Committee to the New York 
City Department of Education, and the Bertram Beck Institute on 
Religion and Poverty.

Martin Luther King Jr. once said that the problem 
with religious leaders is that too often they func-
tion like the taillight of an automobile, instead of 
the headlight. Let us be headlights on this issue and 
perhaps this might not translate so much into policy 
as an appeal that could go out to the religious and 
spiritual communities in America from this esteemed 
gathering of leaders.

 Martin Luther King Jr. once said that 
the problem with religious leaders is that 

too often they function like the taillight of 
an automobile, instead of the headlight. 

Let us be headlights on this issue.
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Executive Summary

On Sept. 6–7, 2007, The Carter Center and 
Human Rights First convened human rights 
defenders from 20 countries around the world 

to discuss the importance of faith communities in 
protecting human rights and to propose strategies for 
addressing mass atrocities. Titled “Faith and Freedom: 
Protecting Human Rights as a Common Cause,” the 
objectives of the 2007 forum were to identify: 1) chal-
lenges faced by human rights defenders in preventing, 
addressing, and assisting societies to recover from 
mass violations of human rights; 2) opportunities 
for people and communities of faith, particularly in 
the United States, to help advance the protection of 

human rights and prevention of mass violations, espe-
cially through support of human rights defenders; and 
3) ways for the international community, including 
governments, international organizations, and inter-
national nongovernmental organizations, to support 
human rights defenders.

Former U.S. President Jimmy Carter, together with 
then U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights 
Louise Arbour, chaired a meeting to consider recom-
mendations and discuss emerging issues in more detail 
with human rights defenders and representatives from 
government and multilateral organizations. This fol-
lowed a day of testimony from defenders working on 
the ground who have encountered challenges in pre-

venting, addressing, and rebuilding after mass atroci-
ties. What emerged from these discussions is a set of 
challenges defenders face at each stage of conflict and 
the need for the international community to support 
people and institutions throughout the process of 
addressing mass atrocities. The discussion also moved 
to greater coordination and collaboration between 
human rights defenders and faith communities. In 
recent history, these communities have often been 
viewed in polarizing terms, but there is growing rec-
ognition of shared common goals. Participants from 
both faith and secular communities announced com-
mitments to work in complementary and synergistic 
ways in an effort to truly advance human rights at the 
national, regional, and international levels.

Following the forum, individual human rights 
defenders and Carter Center staff traveled to 
Washington, D.C., to meet with senior government 
officials, members of Congress, and the editorial 
boards of major U.S. newspapers to discuss pressing 
issues raised during the forum discussion.

The following pages capture, in the words of some 
of the world’s most dedicated individuals, pressing 
concerns about the intersection of faith and freedom 
in the human rights community. Their testimonies 
echo the words of analysts and experts who have 
provided important insights regarding the interna-
tional community’s role in preventing, addressing, 
and rebuilding a society as a result of mass atrocities. 
However, moving beyond discussion of the problem 
and its causes, a challenge was issued as a next step. 
As described by President Carter, the forum opens 
up a small amount of new challenges but a tremen-
dous amount of potential for greater collaboration 
between secular and faith-based human rights groups. 
A commitment was made among those present to 
simultaneously support human rights defenders and 
to be defenders themselves, to make voices heard 
across the international community, and to network 

People of all faiths are working within 
their communities to stand firm on  
behalf of progress, toleration, and  

respect for human rights.
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Former U.S. President 
Jimmy Carter 
addresses conference 
attendees.

beyond boundaries and across interests. Reflecting on 
the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, “there is an opportunity to reclaim 
the universality of human rights and open up our 
efforts to a more inclusive community.”

Who Are Human Rights Defenders?
The human rights paradigm that emerged after 
World War II found its expression in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. It provided a frame-
work within which people from all cultures, nations, 
and religions could work together to advance the 
cause of human dignity and freedom. Now more 
than ever, human rights defenders play an essential 
role in every society. Governments, pushed along by 
a devoted and growing movement of human rights 
activists, have created a universal system against 
which every government can be measured for how 
well they respect the rights and dignity of those they 
govern. Human rights defenders are the principal 
agents who are, or have the potential to be, most 
effective in holding their governments accountable 
for the protection and advancement of human rights. 

Unfortunately, in many parts of the world, promoting 
human rights and defending victims of rights abuses 
is a risky activity. Frontline leaders and activists face 
a variety of dangers and problems. For many, they are 
met by government unwillingness to implement posi-
tive changes, as human rights defenders are sometimes 
accused of being agitators and sources of instability. 
Additionally, defenders themselves are victims of 
human rights violations as a result of their activities, 
especially as more governments justify repressive poli-
cies toward citizens’ rights in the context of national 
security and the “war on terror.” Meanwhile, commu-
nities of faith have sought to align their purpose and 
actions with God’s commandments, as they interpret 
them. For some, this has led to lives devoted to the 
alleviation of suffering and acts of personal courage 
and service. For others, fundamentalist actions have 
led to human rights abuses. Yet, there is value in 
focusing on the positive role faith communities can 
play in the human rights movement. People of all 
faiths are working within their communities to stand 
firm on behalf of progress, toleration, and respect for 
human rights. Their accomplishments are important 

and, though often 
small, they are 
signs of hope. 



The Carter Center

8

Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum

Globalization and Universality  
of Human Rights
As a global “war on terror” was declared by the 
U.S. government in 2001 in response to the Sept. 
11 attacks, followed by the Iraq invasion in 2003, a 
spectrum of human rights abuses has been committed 
in the name of advancing freedom and democracy. 
Overall, there is a perception that the human rights 
agenda became a tool for promoting and pursuing 

Western interests. Participant discussion on this issue 
focused on the erosion of universality and the “do no 
harm” principle.

In the name of protecting the United States from 
terrorism, the country took a hard right turn away 
from human rights norms that had been developed 
over decades, such as the Geneva Conventions, the 
Convention Against Torture, and other global agree-
ments. This led to a serious erosion of the notion of 
the universality of human rights. Particularly, many 
international activists feel that after 2001, the United 
States commandeered the “human rights movement” 
as a tool for Western interests. Where the United 
States was once considered a principled leader in 
efforts to respond to human rights abuses and atroci-
ties, America’s credibility as a human rights leader has 
been challenged. Indeed, Human Rights Watch stated 
that the United States can no longer lead on human 
rights and called on Europe to step into the void. 

While the issue of U.S. leadership was central to 

the discussions, participants underscored the erosion 
of human rights by governments in all regions of the 
world. During this and previous forums, participants 
from many countries shared that human rights and 
democracy activities have come under increased 
attack by their governments. Officials often justify 
such attacks by claiming they are acting to prevent 
terrorist threats. Forum participants agreed that 
human rights defenders everywhere — both in secular 
and faith movements — are affected by the erosion of 
these principles. Specifically, participants noted that 
political manipulation of the human rights agenda 
has created a culture of mistrust and has challenged 
the integrity of governments, multilateral organiza-
tions, international nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), and local and national civil society organi-
zations. Collaboration with Western NGOs or gov-
ernments is often perceived as corrupt collusion, even 
treason. As a result, finding common ground and 
creating a more inclusive community, including both 
secular and faith-based movements, were identified as 
ways to advance the human rights movement. 

 Several human rights defenders shared that they 
have found support and greater local legitimacy 
through the globalization of the human rights strug-
gle. Across faith and secular movements, participants 
emphasized that defenders active in local, national, 
and regional issues should reach out and educate oth-
ers about the situation on the ground. Through acting 
locally but informing globally, an international audi-
ence pays witness to real-time human rights violations 
and provides increased opportunity for peace and jus-
tice to be realized. Moreover, participants agreed that 
existing institutions and human rights networks pro-
vide opportunities for multiple voices to act together. 
While there are different approaches and constitu-
encies, the diversity of voices and ideas for action 
can empower more people to participate in exposing 
human rights violations.

All human rights defenders, activists, and develop-
ment organizations should be guided by the principle 
of “do no harm” to those they are trying to assist. 
Throughout the forum, defenders responded to 

Through acting locally but informing 
globally, an international audience pays 

witness to real-time human  
rights violations and provides  

increased opportunity for peace  
and justice to be realized.
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Arbour’s exploratory statement regarding whether this 
concept has been honored by governments, interna-
tional and local NGOs, and others in the community 
of practice. Participants criticized multilateral organi-
zations, international NGOs, and diplomatic missions 
for not consulting or cooperating with local defenders 
about situations on the ground. Sustained dialogue 
with on-the-ground human rights defenders helps to 
ensure that international actors remain informed so 
they are able to “do no harm” by providing assistance 
that is effective and appropriate. For instance, par-
ticipants emphasized that it is not enough for those 
with an international presence to pour resources into 
a country to perform activities, emergency work, or 
humanitarian aid that might be well-intentioned but 
ineffective. Interventions in this way often undermine 
indigenous institutions and governments, robbing 
them of the opportunity to build capacity to monitor 
and report on human rights violations and press their 
governments for remedies. A goal for those who inter-
vene should be to help develop sustainable indigenous 
institutions that meet the unique needs of victims. 
Through dialogue with human rights defenders, inter-
national actors have the opportunity to learn of these 
needs, develop relationships with leaders of indig-
enous institutions, and gain valuable input regarding 
the best way forward.

The Need for International Support
Despite the growing global human rights movement, 
activists from both secular and faith-based communi-
ties identified the challenge of isolation and lack of 
connectedness to the larger, global community at 
crucial moments. By the very nature of their work, 
defenders and activists are on the front lines of the 
struggle for human rights, often with little or inad-
equate international support. For these activists, 
defending human rights is about whether the courts 
function properly and whether the police force treats 
citizens in a nonarbitrary, transparent manner and 
appropriately addresses any abuses against citizens 
that occur. These conditions are defined by the 

degree to which government accepts its responsibil-
ity to preserve the individual liberties of each citizen 
under all circumstances, according to international 
standards. However, because these conditions are so 
difficult to establish in traumatized societies, adher-
ing to international standards poses extraordinary 
challenges for countries all along the spectrum, from 
developed democracies to societies destabilized by 
mass atrocities. They acknowledged that there is a 
limit to how much human rights defenders at the 

local and national level can accomplish on their own. 
There is no doubt that the great majority of the work 
must be done by defenders within their own coun-
tries; no democracy was built otherwise. But there is 
a world of difference between working in isolation 
versus working with active and effective support from 
abroad. 

In response to this concern, participants again 
stressed the need for dialogue to secure the interna-
tional solidarity that can make the difference between 
real improvements in human rights practices and the 
status quo — or even a deterioration of conditions. 
Participants emphasized the importance of develop-
ing effective networks among human rights defenders 
and international NGOs, multilateral organizations, 
and influential governments to establish a system 
for defenders to report the real-time situation on 
the ground. Those in the diplomatic community 
professed a commitment to incorporate input from 

Participants emphasized the importance 
of developing effective networks among 

human rights defenders and international 
NGOs, multilateral organizations, and 

influential governments to establish  
a system for defenders to report the  
real-time situation on the ground.
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human rights defenders into policy and development 
decisions. Further, participants from multilateral and 
bilateral institutions stressed the importance of listen-
ing to defenders on the ground. Many participants 
also remarked that defenders need to reach out to 
others outside their typical networks to engage in 
building more expansive collaboration on human 
rights. Through sharing experiences and methodolo-
gies, human rights defenders and others who support 
the movement become more effective and return to 
their communities of influence re-energized with new 
strategies for engagement and change. 

A Call to Transformation in  
Faith Communities
Universal values and norms are the language of the 
secular community; there is faith that the universal 

commitment to human rights and the “do no harm” 
principle will be strengthened, despite political agen-
das. Faith communities, by contrast, often look to 
their religious and spiritual cultures to inform uni-
versal values and norms. People and communities of 
faith typically seek to align their purpose and actions 
with God’s commandments, as they interpret them. 
For some, this has led to lives devoted to the allevia-
tion of suffering and acts of personal courage and 
service. Others have corrupted the essence of their 

faith tradition to rationalize oppression and violence. 
Fundamentalism presents a particular challenge to 
faith communities in reconciling their commitment 
to human rights. Conference participant Jimmy Allen 
noted that

Fundamentalism in any form — Christian, Muslim, 
or Jewish — is a defeating and problematic mind-
set present in many communities where there is 
hunger for power and an interest in protecting 
the beliefs and customs they feel are under attack. 
Those representatives from the religious commu-
nity want to distance themselves from fundamental 
mindsets and practice forgiveness as a way forward. 

During the conference, defenders discussed the chal-
lenge of addressing human rights abuses in which 
groups are marginalized and violent acts are carried 
out in the name of religion or customary law. Factions 
among religious groups were also identified as an 
aggravating factor. Often, factions can be a divi-
sive force within faith communities when religious 
diversity is not valued and different groups are dehu-
manized through ignorance and selective teaching. 
Participants called for conscious movement toward 
interdenominational and interfaith dialogue, which 
can help groups transcend the negative effects of fac-
tionalism. Ingrid Mattson, participant and president 
of the Islamic Society of North America, stated,

I believe that the global interfaith movement is 
an amazing worldwide revolution that is unprec-
edented in history, and I believe that it is through 
interfaith coalitions and campaigns that human 
rights can best be advanced. 

Participants agreed that strong voices for human 
rights within faith communities are lacking and that 
a cohesive interfaith movement has the potential to 
advance the human rights agenda. All over the globe, 
there is a growing movement of religious organiza-
tions organizing and reaching out, rallying and unit-
ing around the moral challenges of our times. Faith 
leaders often view themselves as the next generation 
of civil rights activists, as other defenders and activists 

Given the role religion has played in 
circumscribing human rights throughout 
history, the onus lies on leaders within 

faith communities to project a hopeful yet 
urgent message that people of all faiths 
must stand firm on behalf of progress, 

toleration, and respect for human rights. 
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have become increasingly part of institutional bureau-
cracy. As religious and secular human rights activists 
recognize they share the same concerns, religious 
leaders increasingly act as partners and supporters to 
human rights defenders and also as activists them-
selves. Given the role religion has played in circum-
scribing human rights throughout history, the onus 
lies on leaders within faith communities to project a 
hopeful yet urgent message that people of all faiths 
must stand firm on behalf of progress, toleration, and 
respect for human rights. 

There is strength in a diversity of voices calling 
attention to human rights abuses. Whether represent-
ing a secular or religious tradition, there is a role for 
everyone in the human rights movement through 
shared faith in justice and commitment to values.

A Call to Renew Faith  
in Human Rights
There was a shared sense among participants that 
not only do concern and action for human rights 
need to be restored in faith communities but faith 
in the human rights movement needs to be renewed 
as well, among both secular and religious communi-
ties. Religious and secular activists need to develop 
confidence in the power of the human rights move-
ment and those institutions that are charged with the 
protection of rights. Numerous forum participants 
expressed mistrust and disappointment with the fail-
ure of governmental and international institutions to 
support human rights defenders. Arbour spoke to this 
condition:

Whether by nature or inclination, we believe  
more in people than institutions … Nothing  
happens without people, but nothing lasts without 
institutions, and therefore I think we have to  
commit to both … I think we have to work within 
our institutions. If nothing happens without people 
and nothing lasts without institutions, I think 
nothing happens without people reinventing  
their institutions.

Participants from religious communities expressed 
similar dissatisfaction with religious institutions. 
Members of faith communities shared that for too 
long, there has been a culture of “us” against “them” 
as the human rights movement and faith movements 
intersect. Religious leaders present challenged others 
in faith communities to engage in rigorous self-exam-
ination. Additionally, participants urged one another 
to consider who has been shut out of the process and 
to reject fundamentalism as a legitimate religious 
movement.

Participants encouraged one another, arguing that 
transformation may not be immediate but rather 
develop over time. Leaders and members of faith com-
munities will have to motivate their fellow believers 
to take on a commitment to the inherent dignity of 
the person, an idea that is found in all major reli-

gions. There is a tension between short-term inter-
vention in crisis situations that demand honesty and 
courage and long-term reform of institutions, both 
secular and religious; while short-term problems can 
produce victories and defeats for human rights, pro-
found and measurable progress takes time. As defend-
ers and activists have faith in the rights, freedoms, 
and values they fight to protect, these same leaders 
must have faith that their risks and sacrifices are not 
in vain.

The work of Ashutosh Varshney  
found that in conflict-ridden cities,  

the press printed rumors and 
inflammatory falsehoods instead  

of first investigating them.
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Addressing Mass Atrocities: Before, 
During, and After Conflict
Though the international community has never 
reached a consensus on a definition, human rights 
defender Saad Eddin Ibrahim remarked that every-
one seems to intuitively know when “mass atroci-
ties” occur. Ibrahim noted that “mass atrocities begin 
with a single atrocity,” rendering the voice of human 
rights defenders imperative as frontline reporters 
relaying early warning signs of what could eventually 
become a massive human rights catastrophe. In a pre-
conference session, human rights defenders compared 
current and past experiences related to mass atrocities 
in their own countries and developed a set of recom-
mendations based on this discussion. Special atten-
tion was paid to the unique challenges and needs of 
human rights defenders before, during, and after con-
flict situations.

Media and civil society were of particular focus in 
the discussion of emerging conflicts. Both of these 
groups play a major role in either escalating or pre-
venting conflict. Human rights defender Zainah 
Anwar pointed to the work of Ashutosh Varshney, 
who compared riot-prone to non-riot-prone cities in 
India. She found that in conflict-ridden cities, the 
press printed rumors and inflammatory falsehoods 
instead of first investigating them. Further, religious 
and ethnic civil society groups in conflicted areas 
had a low level of interreligious and interethnic civic 
engagement, feeding misperceptions. The challenge, 
therefore, is to build alliances across divides to devel-
op the type of media and civil society that promotes 
bridge building.

Participants recommended several ways to foster 
a strong civil society. The importance of using the 
media to challenge hate speech and provide an alter-
native discourse was underscored; however, it was also 
noted that many of the defenders live in countries 
where the press is controlled. To address this, defend-
ers recommended the use of new media to get their 
voices heard, such as blogs and online newspapers. 
They also emphasized the importance of continu-

ing to advocate for an independent and diverse free 
press in their home countries. Regarding civil society, 
defenders highlighted the need to train “high-leverage 
groups that are opinion makers and opinion shapers” 
on the issues and to encourage progressive voices 
of peace among religious leaders so they will have a 
moderating influence in their own faith communities 
as well as in more public spaces.

Human rights defenders in countries in various 
stages of conflict are confronted not only with a 
polarized press and civil society but also with con-
stant danger as a result of their placing themselves 
in the line of fire. It is their job to bring out the 
details about how governments are failing their own 
people, so they naturally face retaliation. Working 
in isolation, often with inadequate support from the 
international community, activists are accused of 
“creating trouble” or even aiding foreign aggressors. In 
light of this reality, Arbour noted the recent shift in 
language from the international community from the 
idea of humanitarian intervention to a more onerous 
“responsibility to protect” in cases of gross violations 
of human rights. 

Formerly, the right has rested with the interveners; 
those who carry out humanitarian aid have a right to 
do so. The right has now shifted to those who are in 
need of protection, as the international community 
now has the responsibility, rather than the right, to 
protect. This fundamentally changes the interna-
tional community’s role in conflict situations, which 
is, in theory, no longer discretionary but mandatory. 
Arbour’s comments emphasized the importance of 
international intervention on behalf of human rights 
defenders, who are certainly counted among those 
who need and have a right to protection, despite 
arguments that this intervention violates state sover-
eignty.

A number of participants pointed to the impact 
international support has on the work of defenders in 
conflict situations; when governments and interna-
tional, regional, and NGOs advocate on behalf of an 
activist, it gives that person legitimacy and often pro-
vides crucial protection. In spite of this, participants 
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overwhelmingly agreed that international support 
mechanisms need to be strengthened. Often accused 
of having a destabilizing influence by their own gov-
ernments, human rights defenders need concrete 
support such as regular access to the U.N. and other 
international bodies as well as visible moral support. 
This sends a message to defenders’ governments that 
these individuals have a recognized and legitimate 

role to play in monitoring government conduct.
Unfortunately, many participants viewed cur-

rent international support efforts as half-hearted at 
best. One participant pointed to bureaucratic and 
legalistic adherence to mandate limitations as the 
cause of deliberate failure by international organiza-
tions. Included in this indictment were the United 
Nations Development Program and U.N. country 
teams, which often fail to offer meaningful support for 
human rights defenders. Another speaker remarked 
that political interests inhibit governments from sup-
porting the work of defenders. In some cases, because 
human rights defenders are accused of promoting 
Western interests, direct funding for their work from 
Western nations can cause difficulties for the activ-
ists. This has resulted in many activists deciding to 
forgo this much-needed assistance.

Participants made several recommendations on 
how the international community can better support 
human rights defenders in conflict situations. These 
include 

•  greater mobilization of international coalitions in 
order to address the personal risks to defenders; 

•  greater determination from international actors to 
ensure protection for defenders at risk; 

•  greater consistency in promoting accountability and 
prosecutions in response to mass atrocities; 

•  improvements to international justice mechanisms, 
including international involvement in the docu-
mentation of atrocities, preservation of evidence 
for future prosecutions, and more attention paid to 
funding sources for conflicts.

Human rights defenders in postconflict situations 
also face unique challenges. One of the most pressing 
issues in the transitional period after mass atrocities 
have occurred is the absence of national justice mech-
anisms and legal structures. With no legal structure, 
it is impossible to implement and enforce the rule of 
law, rendering peace fragile at best. 

Human rights defender Kamala Chandrakirana 
noted that it is a long-term endeavor for a  
postconflict country to establish functional legal  
justice mechanisms. However, using her home  
country of Indonesia as an example, she pointed out 
that social and economic justice are typically also 
lacking and that these can be transformed at the  
community level through “a community-wide effort  
to transform themselves, to transform their values,  
to transform their institutions and their behaviors.” 
For instance, a woman who becomes a victim of  
sexual violence can experience social justice, rather 
than shame, from her community if community  
members choose to adopt compassionate rather  
than condemning behaviors.

There was a high degree of consensus among par-
ticipants that the international community ought 
to intervene with international justice mechanisms 
when there is an immediate lack of national legal 
structures in a postconflict country. Indeed, the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) and ad hoc tri-
bunals have been created for this very purpose. While 
acknowledging that these mechanisms are relatively 

 Often accused of having a destabilizing 
influence by their own governments, 
human rights defenders need concrete 
support such as regular access to the 

U.N. and other international bodies as 
well as visible moral support. 
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•  The international community should take responsi-
bility for reparations, instead of relying on perpetra-
tors alone for reparations; 

•  Governments should allow exiled human rights 
defenders to return to their country and to their 
work, and internally displaced persons (IDPs) 
should be allowed to return to their homes; and 
both refugees and IDPs must enjoy all of their  
citizenship rights; 

•  Human rights defenders should be provided  
with appropriate protection for their work  
and institutions; 

•  Local communities and activists should be effective-
ly engaged in security sector reform initiatives and 
the demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration 
processes; and 

•  Human rights defenders themselves were challenged 
to listen to the communities of survivors and vic-
tims whom they seek to represent in order to con-
tinue to be tuned in to their needs.

Looking Ahead: The Future of 
International Human Rights
In light of the 60th anniversary of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, it is appropriate to 

new, participants were disappointed in what they  
perceived to be their lack of effectiveness. Some  
participants noted that measures of reconciliation and 
transitional justice can be problematic because they 
have often been misused by former dictators to pro-
mote impunity in the hope that citizens would forget 
the past and be eager to move on. Reconciliation in 
its correct sense, they pointed out, should address  
violations of human rights as such before they can 
bring healing between groups through both account-
ability and forgiveness. When abused, however, rec-
onciliation can mean that victims are re-traumatized 
and perpetrators escape accountability for crimes. 

Additionally, several defenders asserted that the 
creation of international justice mechanisms, such 
as the ICC, has failed, so far, to act as a deterrent for 
future crimes. Darfur and eastern Congo were cited as 
pertinent examples.

Participants made several recommendations about 
how to better stabilize, support, and rebuild countries 
in the postconflict transitional period: 

•  The international community should provide 
consistent and long-term training and support to 
rebuild societies in terms of both infrastructure and 
institutional capacity; 

Participants in the 2007 Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum
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reflect on how far we have come and where we are 
going in the effort to advance human rights globally. 
Woven throughout the rich discussion during confer-
ence sessions, participants contributed fresh ideas, 
perspectives, and insight into the future of interna-
tional human rights.

Several defenders provided observations and 
analysis on new regional and international tools and 
mechanisms designed to promote justice and protect 
human rights, emphasizing the importance of utilizing 
the lessons that have been learned from these tools 
going forward. 

Human rights defender Victor Madrigal Borloz 
shared his thoughts on the Inter-American System 
Human Rights Defenders Unit, which provides train-
ing for Latin American defenders and offers special-
ized knowledge on issues pertaining to human rights 
defenders to other regional and international political 
bodies. Borloz cited two lessons that can be gleaned 
thus far from this tool. First, the amount of risk to 
human rights defenders tends to be greater when 
actions from judicial processes are successful, when 
violations are publicly denounced, and when the 
human rights situation begins to favor justice. This is 
because governments are reacting to successful human 
rights campaigns by mobilizing the powers of the state 
to discourage such activism. Second, the presence of 
intimidation and risk for human rights defenders is 
not only a means of slowing action but also a way of 
creating generalized fear — to deter the public from 
making demands.

Arbour commented on a new international tool, 
the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), created as a 
feature of the newly upgraded United Nations Human 
Rights Council (replacing the Commission on 
Human Rights). The UPR mechanism offers a system 
by which all countries, starting with council members, 
will have their human rights records scrutinized. In 
this way, no country is singled out, eliminating the 
ability of countries to refuse to have their records 
examined because they feel they have been unfairly 

targeted. Arbour pointed out that there may be a 
tendency for council members to go easy on a country 
under scrutiny since they too will be scrutinized. In 
light of this, she emphasized that the role of civil soci-
ety actors and human rights defenders on the ground 
will be crucial, as they will be able to provide accurate 
and real-time information, prioritize issues, and offer 
insightful analysis.

A number of participants provided their insights 
into the UPR system. Gavan O’Leary of Irish Aid 
emphasized the importance of state membership in 
the Human Rights Council. He purported that it is 
up to individual member countries to comply fully 
and participate meaningfully when under review so 
that the system is successful. Wolfgang Bruelhart of 
the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 
called attention to the significant role he believes 
NGOs and defenders have to play in the UPR system, 
such as producing shadow reports to keep govern-
ments accountable for the reports they produce on 
human rights conditions in their countries.

Borloz responded by urging that it is important 
to examine the interests and strengths of all par-
ties before activating any justice mechanism. For 
instance, he noted that while “victims may be best 
equipped to assess damage in cases of abuse, an inter-
national group that is litigating might actually be best 

“I challenge me, and I challenge you, 
to really operate with … confidence: 
to know that your cause is just and 

ultimately you will prevail. And so, don’t 
you give up, but get up, don’t you back 
up, and do not shut up until your job is  

done and a better day comes.”
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equipped to bring examples of remedies.” Recognizing 
the strengths of all involved actors facilitates the 
formulation of a strong and comprehensive action 
strategy.

Participants emphasized that an imperative in the 
struggle for human rights is an attitude of optimism. 
A tool for action, optimism stares in the face of frus-
tration, defeat, and surrender and asserts that some-
thing can be done. Francis Deng, U.N. special adviser 
on the prevention of genocide and mass atrocities, 
emphasized that if we raise awareness, work together, 
and search for ways to prevent human rights viola-
tions from occurring, then even perpetrators of atroci-
ties will see that the world is united and committed to 
stopping their heinous acts. 

Egyptian activist Ibrahim urged participants to 
become actors instead of victims. He noted that when 
some actors work for death, such as suicide bombers, 

it is all the more imperative to become actors working 
for life. 

The challenge that our forum set was pro-
found — that such a convergence will be real and 
positive when human rights violations, wherever they 
occur and however they may be either justified or tol-
erated, can be understood and rejected because they 
are the greatest threat to humankind.

Human rights activist Gloria White Hammond 
encouraged participants to persevere, as the task at 
hand will not be accomplished quickly. She issued a 
challenge to each of us: “I challenge me, and I chal-
lenge you, to really operate with … confidence: to 
know that your cause is just and ultimately you will 
prevail. And so, don’t you give up, but get up, don’t 
you back up, and do not shut up until your job is done 
and a better day comes.”
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President Jimmy Carter
Human Rights and Faith Groups

I consider this to be the high point of my life each 
year at The Carter Center. We try to define in 

one sentence what The Carter Center stands for. My 
evolved response over 25 years is that we stand for 
basic human rights in the broadest definition of basic 
human rights. This is our fourth session, but it has 
brought a new dimension and has opened up a small 
amount of new challenges but a tremendous amount 
of new potential. I emphasized the word “new.” I 
listened with great attention to what Imam Talib 
said, which could be the summary of what we have 
discussed. I thought it was beautiful. I also listened to 
another man of faith, Jimmy Allen, who has been a 
hero of mine for 30 years. I think he summarized my 
main thoughts today with his use of the word “mar-
riage” — the potential for a marriage of secular human 
rights groups that most of us are comprised of and the 
new groups of faith. 

There is a lot of compatibility among Judaism, 
Islam, Hinduism, Christianity, and others in our 
commitment to the basic principles of life: peace, 
alleviation of suffering, and so forth. But in the last 
few years, I think there is a threat to us. We have 
not seen any progress but deterioration in the global 
commitment to the protection of human rights. We 
have gone backward, and that is a tragic thing. Some 
of you may disagree with me on it. I have had long 
discussions recently with Mary Robinson. She points 
out, and I certainly agree, that it will be impossible 
for the U.N. General Assembly to draft the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, and we clearly pay lip 
service to it. I notice in my copy of the Universal 
Declaration that there are some articles that the 
United States of America and Israel and others  
profess to observe:

•  Article 5: No one shall be subjected to torture or  
to cruel, inhumane, or degrading treatment or  
punishment. 

•  Article 7: All are equal before the law and are  
entitled without any discrimination to equal  
protection of the law. 

•  Article 9: No one shall be subjected to arbitrary 
arrest, detention, or exile.

•  Article 10: Everyone is entitled to full equality, to a 
full and fair trial or hearing by an independent and 
impartial tribunal in the determinations of his rights 
and obligations and of any criminal charge against 
him. 

•  Article 15: Everyone has a right to a nationality. 

You can tell I get emotional every time when I read 
these words, as I do sometimes when I read my Bible. 
We globally say we are honoring the Universal 

Former U.S. President Jimmy Carter
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Declaration of Human Rights, but we are not. We are 
too subservient or quiet or reticent about demanding 
that our own governments and others comply with 
these basic principles. I know that our champion 
Louise Arbour is doing the best she can, but quite 
often she is subverted in her effort. 

The Problem with Fundamentalism

I do not want to leave a glowing approbation of reli-
gious organizations, because in many ways the major 
religions of the world, in some aspects of their pursuit 
of God’s will, are the greatest discriminators. That 

is among the fundamentalists or the Constantinians 
who deprive fellow worshippers of freedom of speech 
and expression of opinion and who deprive women of 
basic rights. Where are all the primary discriminators 
against women? It is in the fundamentalist aspects of 
religion: Catholicism and the Orthodox Church and 
in Islam among the Taliban and others. This ought 
not to be a sacred reservoir of policy that we human 
rights activists and spokespersons avoid criticizing. 

In my own denomination (I am one of the 21 mil-
lion Baptists) and among the other 16 million, there 
are new policies that a woman has to be subservient 
to her husband, a woman cannot serve as pastor, a 
woman cannot teach men, a woman cannot be a 
chaplain for the armed services, and so forth — but 
this is an intrusion of fundamentalism in religion and 
there also has been an intrusion of fundamentalism 
into the U.S. government in recent years. 

I think it is the intrusion of fundamentalism that 
is causing us to violate these articles that I have just 
described, such as when we deliberately say that the 
Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners is 
no longer applicable to the United States of America. 

Article 2 says that everyone is entitled to all the 
rights of freedom set forth in this declaration with-
out distinction of any kind, including sex or religion. 
We do not honor that. What is the impact of fun-
damentalism? A professor of religion and politics at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, perhaps 
the greatest engineering school in our country, says, 
“Extremist fundamentalist religion may well have 
a greater hold in the United States in the public 
than in Iran.” He goes on to point out that almost 
half of our people think the entire universe was cre-
ated within the last 6,000 years, as just one example. 
Fundamentalism and the imposition of religious 
beliefs on an increasingly wide range of our people are 
increasingly serious problems for us. 

We have talked about security, which is also very 
serious in Colombia and so forth, but I think we 
need to guard against the expansion of fundamental-
ism. When a small group of leaders professes to speak 
for God and imposes their will on others without 
any conscience and with a firm belief that they are 
absolutely right and anyone who disagrees with them 
must inherently be wrong and also inferior, that is a 
root cause of most of the human rights violations that 
exist in the world. We ought to be vigilant against it 
and use our existing networks of human rights groups 
and reach out to bring in as our new allies those reli-
gious groups that agree with us that the UDHR ought 
to be honored. 

Peace and Palestine

I get very emotional discussing or hearing discussed 
the plight of the Palestinians. It is worse than anyone 
here knows. The Carter Center has had access to the 
entire region during the last 10 years because of my 
prestige in having been the President. We have moni-
tored three elections: one in 1996, one in 2005, and 
one in 2006. We have seen the increasing deprivation 

There is a lot of compatibility among 
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Christianity, 

and others in our commitment to the 
basic principles of life: peace, alleviation 
of suffering, and so forth. But in the last 
few years, I think there is a threat to us.
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of human rights of Palestinians. It is much worse now 
than it was 10 years ago; it is much worse now that it 
was five years ago; it is much worse than it was two 
years ago. 

The wall, or separation barrier or fence as the 
Israelis call it, is an abomination. It is much worse 
than the Berlin Wall was. When my friend Prime 
Minister Rabin proposed the wall, at first it was to 
be built along the border, the Green Line, the ’67 
border. I had no objection to it, and neither did the 
International Court of Justice. But Rabin was assas-
sinated, and his successors ordained that the wall be 
built inside Palestine. It has been designed not for 
security but for the taking of more and more land. 
Bethlehem, which I visited not too long ago, is almost 
completely surrounded by the wall. Gaza is complete-
ly surrounded by a barrier. There are other important 
cities that are completely surrounded by a wall or 
barrier with a small gate that is opened spasmodi-
cally by Israeli security forces. Sometimes the gate is 
kept closed for two or three days at a time. No one in 
Qalqilya can get out of their prison except when the 
Israeli security decides they can do so. The embarrass-
ment and loss of self-respect, loss of human dignity, 
and loss of hope among the Palestinians are increas-
ing every day.

I finally decided after a great deal of thought to 
write my book last year. The response to the book 
probably has been overwhelmingly positive, even 
among Jewish citizens. Seventy-one percent said they 
were glad that someone finally pointed out a way that 
they might have peace. I counted the letters, many of 
them from American Jewish citizens, including rabbis 
and four Holocaust survivors. You see how distressed 
I am. But the folks living in Gaza or even the West 
Bank are infinitely more distressed than I am. I do 
not know what I would do if I were living under those 
circumstances, and I saw my children and my wife 
starving. It is hard for us on the outside to imagine 
what we would do. 

My hope is that the Palestinians will continue to 
have the restraint and the courage to bear their plight 

and not give up — and hope that some of us in the 
outside world will help assuage their deprivations and 
their anger and their hopelessness.

The Success of Switzerland and Ireland

There is no way to adequately describe the contri-
butions that Switzerland has made not only to the 
concept of human rights but to the promotion of 
peace in the Holy Land, in the Mideast. A few years 
ago, Switzerland supported the development of the 
Geneva Accords, which remain the basic foundation 
for future peace, no matter what other devious routes 
might be taken until that time is reached. I was proud 
to go there and make the keynote address in the 
presence of about 600 people. The Geneva Accords 
spelled out a peace process for Israel and its neighbors 
in very definitive ways and was supported by former 
President Bill Clinton, former Prime Minister Tony 
Blair, former President Jacques Chirac, and about 50 

other leaders, including human rights champions who 
have been honored by the Nobel committee. 

A few months ago, I was invited to Ireland. We 
have seen at a distance the incredible progress that 
Ireland has made in bringing peace to its own people 
after decades of horrible conflict, which showed 
tenacity and a wisdom and courage that is a remark-

 When a small group of leaders  
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able, good example for the rest of the world. It also 
has been very gratifying to see Ireland’s relative afflu-
ence and the enormous economic progress they have 
made. They have been remarkably generous about 
that economic process. I monitor very closely the 
deliberations of the European Union and quite often 
in the past and maybe still, the European Union 
reaches the lowest common denominator trying to 
find consensus among the different nations. But 
Ireland has become a sterling, outspoken, courageous 
champion of human rights within that body. I do not 
have any doubt that Ireland’s influence will continue 
to have an increasing impact.

The Independence of the U .N . High Commissioner 
on Human Rights

I think all of you see the need to protect the integrity 
and independence of the U.N. high commissioner 
on human rights. I am very concerned about it. The 
Carter Center was in the forefront of promoting the 

concept of this high commissioner’s post, beginning 
in early 1993 when the U.N. secretary general was 
adamantly opposed to it, but eventually it prevailed. 

We helped to establish the council to replace the 
old commission. I have been disappointed at some 
of the developments in the council, but it still has 
some potential for hope. One of the dangers there 
is their effort, which will be sustained by many 
and maybe even increase, to put restraints on High 
Commissioner Arbour and others in the future. I 
hope that all of us will combine, including the U.S. 
government and Ireland and Switzerland and others, 
to protect the integrity and independence of the high 
commissioner. I would personally hope that in the 
near future, the United States might agree to partici-
pate as a member of the council, but of course that is 
a decision for the President to make. I think it would 
greatly strengthen the capability of the council if the 
United States were a member.
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Louise Arbour
The Role of Religion

Let me take a step back from the Universal 
Declaration into Roosevelt’s four freedoms: free-

dom from fear, freedom from want, freedom of expres-
sion and freedom of religion. I think that in no other 
point in the history of the Universal Declaration have 
we seen these four fundamental values so much in 
conflict and in competition with each other.

Let me just provide a reflection about freedom 
of religion. In my opinion, freedom of religion, like 
the linked freedom of conscience and belief, belongs 
very profoundly to the private sphere. They enter 
the public realm when they are linked with freedom 
of association, freedom of assembly, and freedom of 
expression; then they enter the public domain. What 
we have seen, since the enactment of the Universal 
Declaration and with the creation of a Jewish state, 
with the emergence of Islamic republics and self-
declared Christian nations, is that there are govern-
ments that in human rights terms are duty-bearers, 
governments asserting themselves as rights-holders 
on the basis of their protected religious identities 
and enacting laws that they declare unimpeachable 
because they are dictated by God. I believe this is an 
enormous challenge to the very concept of private 
and protected freedom, to see it hijacked by states and 
therefore perverting completely its mission. 

Without being unduly provocative, I will assert 
that there is no reason to believe at the outset that a 
political or social action by a faith-based group will 
inevitably be a positive force; I think at the outset 
that it can end up being a positive or a negative 
force. The roles of some members of the Catholic 
clergy in Rwanda speak for themselves, as does the 
now-exposed sexual and physical abuse in residen-
tial schools throughout North America, particularly 
directed certainly in my own country against indig-
enous children. There are well-documented abuses, 
both on the personal and institutional level by 

members of organized religions. Therefore, the test, 
I think, will very well be how these initiatives will 
be addressed by religious groups. I will be keen to see 
whether Christian or Jewish-based groups call for self-
examination in their own communities, or whether or 

not religious pre-
cepts foster gender 
equality. 

Challenges to 
Universality

There is this per-
ception, which 
is extremely 
widespread, that 
human rights are a 
Western concept, 
and that is the 
beginning of the 
erosion of univer-
sality. If it were 
only that, then you 
might say, “Well, 

it doesn’t matter where it is rooted philosophically; 
who cares that it is a Western concept?” What is very 
dangerous about this perception is not just that it is a 
Western concept but that it is a tool of the promotion 
of Western interests and, more specifically, American 
interests. This makes my work extremely difficult, and 
I suspect that in a lot of your national work you also 
feel in very concrete ways the effect of the erosion of 
the concept of universality and the promotion of the 
idea that the human rights agenda is a tool manipu-
lated for the pursuit of national Western interests. 

I will put on the table at least a few ideas that are 
linked to this idea of universality. One is to work 
better and more effectively with international orga-
nizations that are truly inclusive, such as the United 
Nations Human Rights framework, the Special 
Rapporteurs, the Office of the High Commissioner, 
and the Human Rights Council. This will serve to 
dissipate the idea that our efforts are geared to the 

Louise Arbour
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promotion of Western interests. Again, to flesh that 
out, we should think creatively of ways of channeling 
our efforts in a truly international form. 

Mechanisms of the Human Rights Council

In my country visits, I try to meet with NGO repre-
sentatives in Geneva before the visit in preparation. 
To receive information and to get their input on the 
priorities that I should raise during my country visits, 
I insist particularly on having meetings with local 

NGO representatives in the country, clearly without 
government supervision or participation. As a result 
of these interactions, which I hope we will intensify, 
we can have a truly symbiotic relationship between 
the human rights defenders on the ground and the 
Office of the High Commissioner.

What I would like to make sure is that you are 
aware of the potential that the new Human Rights 
Council offers for you to bring your issues to the 
international scene through these mechanisms. The 
traditional mechanisms are very well known to you, 
such as the Special Rapporteurs. That work is criti-

cal; obviously, you are the main source, not just of 
raw information but also of analysis and insight into 
the kind of advocacy that the Special Rapporteurs 
can bring to the council. I should also say in this con-
text that the presence of civil society in the Human 
Rights Council is more or less unique in the United 
Nations intergovernmental machinery. Although 
a year ago there were lots of concerns that there 
could be a pushing back of civil society actors in 
the Human Rights Council, I think that this is now 
secure and should continue to be used. 

Universal Periodic Review

I think it is important for me to bring to your atten-
tion the new feature of the Human Rights Council, 
which I believe in the long term will be the defin-
ing characteristic that will distinguish this council 
from the previous commission, if it is used appropri-
ately. Now on paper it looks good, but how it will 
evolve remains to be seen, and that is the system of 
Universal Periodic Review (UPR). As you recall, the 
Commission on Human Rights was said to be totally 
discredited because of allegations of selectivity, dou-
ble standards, and in the way that it called to account 
certain countries and not others. Whether that claim 
was legitimate or not is now, I think, part of history. 
This question has now been addressed by the cre-
ation of a mechanism by which all countries, starting 
with council members, will have their human rights 
records scrutinized. So the fact that everybody will 
be put under scrutiny totally undermines the efforts 
of those who refuse to cooperate, alleging selectivity, 
bad faith, double standards. 

Dilemmas for Human Rights Defenders and NGOs

To come more specifically to the work of human 
rights defenders, again in the context of this percep-
tion that human rights work is always done in the 
pursuit of Western values or, worse, American inter-
ests, I think that it poses a real dilemma for them 
and their own work and for international NGOs that 
want to come to their assistance. But I believe that 

What we have seen is that there are 
governments that in human rights terms 
are duty-bearers, governments asserting 
themselves as rights-holders on the basis 

of their protected religious identities 
and enacting laws that they declare 

unimpeachable because they are dictated 
by God. I believe this is an enormous 

challenge to the very concept of private 
and protected freedom, to see it hijacked 

by states and therefore perverting 
completely its mission.
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international groups should be guided by the prin-
ciple of first, do no harm; do no harm to those you 
are trying to assist. And currently I see that as a very 
serious dilemma. The knee-jerk reaction and the easy 
solution, for instance, when it comes to funding or 
financial assistance, are to try to find indirect ways of 
offering support. I am not sure if that is the correct 
approach. If we are concerned that the perception of 
international assistance to local NGOs or to human 
rights defenders could be seen as a way of promoting 
Western interests, to do so in a subversive fashion will 
only make it worse. So if the effort is worth it, why 
do we find hidden channels of providing assistance? If 
they are exposed, they will further vindicate the per-
ception that this is a subversive attempt to promote 
foreign interests. We have to think in much more 
strategic and creative ways about how to do that.

The Responsibility to Protect

This relates to something that I would like to hear 
more about, which is the responsibility to protect. 
This concept is now anchored in the outcome docu-
ment of the World Summit, and there is now is a 
General Assembly resolution that fleshes this out. 
There are a lot of ideas that we will need to work on 
related to this concept.

The first one is that there has been a very funda-
mental shift, at least theoretically or in terms of ideol-
ogy, from the old model of the right to humanitarian 
intervention. We have shifted from this doctrine to 
a responsibility to protect. This says a lot to the posi-
tion of the interveners, when it was asserted as a right 
to intervene. Presumably, when you have a right, you 
have the discretion not to exercise it. NATO or the 
United States, for instance, had the right to intervene 
for humanitarian purposes in Kosovo. It meant that 
they could exercise the right, which was the correct 
thing to do, or they could decline on any occasion to 
do so. This shift to a responsibility, I think, carries 
with it consequences. All of the sudden, the focus is 
on the rights-holders, not the right of the interveners, 

but it is the right of those who are in need of assis-
tance. The interveners have now been imposed with 
a duty and a responsibility, which in that case is not 
discretionary but mandatory; this is made crystal clear 
in the Genocide Convention. When there is geno-
cide, there is specifically an obligation to prevent it. 
I think that we as human rights actors need to under-
stand that profound shift and advocate accordingly, 
that is very much the new focus. 

This new doctrine that speaks of the responsibil-
ity to protect interestingly does not say what kind of 
responsibility. Is it a moral responsibility, a political 
responsibility, or — more interesting from my point 
of view — is it a legal responsibility that will carry 
consequences that make it enforceable within a legal 
framework? 

Louise Arbour (U.N.) is an internationally renowned judge and 
lawyer who became the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights in 2004. She previously served as a judge for the 
Supreme Court of Canada and gained fame for her role as chief 
prosecutor during the International Criminal Tribunals relat-
ing to war crimes in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia. Born 
in Montreal, Arbour obtained a degree in civil law from the 
University of Montreal and completed postgraduate studies at 
the University of Ottawa. In the following years she became vice 
president of the Canadian Civil Liberties Association and then 
the associate dean at Osgoode Hall Law School. In 1987 she was 
appointed to the Supreme Court of Ontario, and in 1990 she 
was named to the Court of Appeal for Ontario. In 1995 she was 
responsible for an inquiry pertaining to conditions at the Prison 
for Women in Kingston, Ontario. It was in February 1996 that 
the Security Council of the United Nations selected Arbour as 
chief prosecutor for the International Criminal Tribunals. She 
then became Supreme Court Justice Louise Arbour.

There is this perception, which is 
extremely widespread, that human rights 
are a Western concept, and that is the 
beginning of the erosion of universality. 
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Francis Deng
Mass Atrocities and Genocide

I must confess that I came humbled and in awe  
about addressing people who have been dealing 

with these very difficult situations, putting their lives 
on the line and many of them persecuted. Having  
listened now to the speakers before me, I am in  
great awe.

Ironically, the phrase “mass atrocities” is used 
sometimes as a means of softening the sensitivity of 
the word “genocide.” Whether you say mass atrocities 
or genocide, it is bad enough. 

We cannot sit and say that preventing genocide, 
or mass atrocities, is impossible. I do believe that 
every little thing one does is cumulative. Many of 
us may not be visible, but we have contributed in 
minor ways. Intuitively, when you speak of genocide 
and mass atrocities, you do not need legal definitions 
of what they are; we know instinctively that we are 
dealing with a terrible thing. So if we all talk about 
it, and we all work together to seek how to prevent it, 

even the bad guys might get the message and feel that 
the world is united behind doing something. So we 
have to be optimistic because pessimism means that 
there is nothing that can be done. Optimism is a tool 
for action.

Sovereignty

Those who resist human rights agendas are those who 
perpetrate human rights violations. I think it is fair 
to say that just as much as there are those who are 
standing up defending sovereignty, there are those 
who feel they need the international community to 
come in and override sovereignty, in order to correct 
wrongs. 

I was in the United Nations Human Rights divi-
sion in the 1960s. In those days, you could not discuss 
human rights explicitly by mentioning countries. 
There were confidential communications, and those 
who were dealing with this would inform the govern-
ments about what information had been received 
about them, and the world would not know who was 
being scrutinized. Now, we are talking about human 
rights violations within countries and naming coun-
tries and shaming them. So from that point of view, 
we could say we have made considerable progress.

We have to be optimistic because 
pessimism means that there is  

nothing that can be done. Optimism  
is a tool for action.

Francis Deng
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The other side is that there are still gross human 
rights violations going on today. I remember when 
I was trying to plead the cause of the internally dis-
placed, and I would say to ambassadors, “You know, 
you go into governments and out of governments, 
and certain ideals remain. Today you are defending 
your government, tomorrow you might be in opposi-
tion, condemning the government, but ideals remain. 
Which side would you want to be on in the end — the 
side of those who have been changing the human 
rights agenda to the point where it has improved and 
we can say we have made progress or the side of those 
who are resisting progress?” Obviously, a human being 
would want to be on the right side. 

New Methods for Engaging Governments

Despite the progress we are making, when we talk 
about human rights we come across as adversarial; 
we come across as in confrontation with govern-
ments, and governments see human rights defenders 
as almost antagonistic and adversarial. What I wonder 
about is whether there are different techniques or dif-
ferent methods of engaging governments? In particu-
lar, I am thinking we could use legalistic arguments 
and human rights norms, or we could use other meth-
ods of reaching governments, particularly if we’re 
talking about faith-based advocacy. 

In my work on internally displaced persons, I used 
to tell governments that in this day and age, since the 
Cold War has ended and human rights and humani-
tarian issues have become the key concerns of the 
international community, governments have to see 
NGOs and human rights advocates not as adversaries 
but as partners and collaborators who can in fact help 
them in projecting a good image internationally. 

Concluding Remarks

I do recall that when President Carter made human 
rights the basis of U.S. policy and internationalized 
human rights, there was a great deal of skepticism, 

and some people thought it was utopian and not real-
izable. But today, when we really look at the progress 
that has been made, despite disappointments and 
concerns about reversal, I think it is fair to say that 
we really have gone a long way. Thanks very much 
for the leading role President Carter played in this.

Francis Deng (U.N.) Former Sudanese diplomat Francis Deng 
was the new special adviser for the prevention of genocide 
and mass atrocities, succeeding Juan Mendez. Deng is cur-
rently director of the Sudan Peace Support Project at the 
United States Institute of Peace and a Wilhelm Fellow at the 
Center for International Studies of the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology. He is also a research professor of International 
Politics, Law and Society at Johns Hopkins University Paul H. 
Nitze School of Advanced International Studies. Dr. Deng served 
as representative of the United Nations secretary-general on 
internally displaced persons from 1992 to 2004, and from 2002 to 
2003 was also a senior fellow at the U.S. Institute of Peace. He 
served as the ambassador of Sudan to Canada, Denmark, Finland, 
Norway, Sweden, and the United States, as well as Sudan’s minis-
ter of state for foreign affairs. 

Governments have to see NGOs  
and human rights advocates not 

as adversaries but as partners and 
collaborators who can in fact help 
them in projecting a good image 

internationally. 
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Hina Jilani
A Cautionary Note: The Constraints 
of Religious Structures in Promoting 
Human Rights 

There are faith-based groups that are very able 
in promoting human rights and doing things 

that sometimes become very difficult for others to 
do because they have a structure behind them that 
enables them to work. However, the problem that I 
see in many countries is that these groups sometimes 
belong to the minority faith in that country. And 
here I see a problem. When you have these groups, if 
they belong to a particular church in a particular reli-
gion, they are really playing the numbers game; they 
have a conflict of interest in many ways — they want 
to retain direct control of the congregation in some 
ways and want the communities to be dependent on 
that structure of the church rather than the state. 
And therefore there is an interest in segregating the 
interest of the community from the larger population. 
There they make a mistake and, in fact, in many ways 
weaken the protection of human rights. 

The other problem is that sometimes, in order to 
exist and to maintain some kind of a peace in which 
their own community can exist safely, these groups 
have promoted the culture of surrender, promoted the 
culture of submission amongst their own communi-
ties and said “don’t make waves,” and therefore have 
disallowed members of that particular community to 
fight for their own rights. In the context of minorities 

facing mass atroci-
ties, this can be a 
problem, especial-
ly with faith-based 
groups.

Protecting the 
Defenders of 
Human Rights

The kind of sup-
port that multilat-
eral organizations 
can give to human 
rights defenders 
should be put in 
the context of the 
situation and the 
environment in 
which the defend-
ers work and 
function. I want to reiterate some of the very salient 
features I have observed in my 30 years as a human 
rights defender and in the six years that I have been 
the United Nations special representative of the 
secretary-general.

First of all, we have to understand that there are 
multiple aspects to the work of human rights defend-
ers. They have different responsibilities and roles 
in different situations. The different situations in 
which human rights defenders work can be catego-
rized, starting with societies and states with political 
tensions that could lead to conflict, then situations 
where actual conflicts are happening, then the period 
of transition, and then the countries with established 
institutions and mechanisms in which human rights 
defenders function.

In all four situations, the arrangements and need 
for protection are different. There are general and 
universal protection measures that apply to defenders 
in any situation, but there are also specific protection 
measures that need to be employed in particular situ-
ations. Human rights defenders also must determine 
whether protection needs to be molded to specific 

 Sometimes human rights defenders  
need access to the United Nations  

and to the diplomatic community —  
to be able to knock on their doors  

and ask for help and support.

Hina Jilani
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kinds of human rights defenders. For instance, women 
human rights defenders need specific approaches 
toward protection. 

Another category that needs attention is the situ-
ation of human rights defenders who work on social, 
economic, and cultural rights. During my visit to 
Brazil, I observed an amazing phenomenon because 
the rules of engagement in social movements are 
coming closer to human rights norms.

There are also specific rights and freedoms that 
need attention if human rights defenders are to 
perform their advocacy, monitoring, and reporting 
functions. These rights are the freedom of assembly, 
expression, and association as well as freedom of 
information. One of the most critical aspects of the 
work of human rights defenders in the most difficult 
circumstances is the right to protest and the right to 
resist. The right to peaceful resistance is important 
to recognize so that human rights defenders are saved 
from malicious prosecution and the use of judicial 
procedure. A lot of the cases that I have taken up 
pertain to the prosecution of human rights defenders 
who exercise the right to protest.

International Support and Cooperation

Given the situations in which human rights defend-
ers work, it is very difficult to carry out functions 
without international support. Sometimes the inter-
national support does not come in the form of an 
actual presence on site or of people actually doing 
work for the defenders, such as documentation. The 
most important aspect is support even by virtue of a 
single statement coming from the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, either about the 
defenders in general or as individuals. The statement 
goes to the government, a single letter saying we 
are concerned about the situation of this particular 
person and giving that person legitimacy through 
recognition. Afterward, I have seen governments step 
back immediately. I think multilateral organizations, 
especially the United Nations, can do a lot. 

The kind of support that human rights defenders 
need is not just concrete measures but also principles, 

emotional support, acceptance of their roles, and 
legitimization. The diplomatic community inside the 
country needs to realize that the defenders, regardless 
of their relationship with the government, cannot be 
denigrated and undermined. Many governments per-
ceive human rights defenders as a destabilizing influ-
ence, and that trend is very dangerous. Sometimes 
human rights defenders need access to the United 
Nations and to the diplomatic community — to be 
able to knock on their doors and ask for help and  
support. 

I am extremely disappointed by the role that the 
United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and 

the U.N. country teams have played in the protection 
of human rights defenders. I have seen the deliber-
ate avoidance of human rights defenders, especially 
of those who are in trouble. If the UNDP’s mandate 
does not allow a response, then the least they can do 
is alert people whose mandate does allow it. This is 
the result of the kind of hierarchy that has been cre-
ated in the United Nations between the U.N. politi-
cal system and the U.N. human rights system. If they 
do not work hand in hand, human rights cannot be 
promoted and protected. When peacekeepers go to 
a particular country, human rights defenders and the 
human rights agenda need to become an important 
part of their work. 

 The international human rights 
community needs to engage with  

human rights defenders on the ground  
to give them legitimacy and visibility 
and to send a very clear message to 

governments that these agents are critical 
to any kind of change in a country’s 

human rights situation.



The Carter Center

28

Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum

Governments’ Involvement or Avoidance of  
Human Rights Defenders

When we are talking about the role of human rights 
defenders ending human rights crises, multilateral 
organizations like the United Nations have succeeded 
in engaging with governments that are commit-
ting these atrocities. I’ve personally observed a very 
strange trend where governments perceive themselves 
as victims of circumstances and conditions that they 
themselves have created. In the example of Darfur, 
the government is only willing to engage after it has 
extorted from us some kind of an acknowledgment 
that it can only correct the situation after the inter-
national community fulfills its needs. Its needs are 
technical assistance, such as a lot of conferences and 
seminars, and not a single act and measure that con-
cretely deals with the atrocities themselves. 

The protection of human rights defenders is one 
of the most difficult areas in which the government 
wishes to engage and to make corrections. Although 
the government is willing to talk about women’s 
and children’s rights, they step back on the topic 
of protecting human rights defenders. The interna-
tional human rights community needs to engage with 
human rights defenders on the ground to give them 
legitimacy and visibility and to send a very clear mes-
sage to governments that these agents are critical to 
any kind of change in a country’s human rights situa-
tion.

Israel and Palestine

I was in Israel and Palestine at the end of 2005, in my 
capacity as the special representative of the secretary-
general. I was the first U.N. special rapporteur invited 
by Israel for a mission. When I visited that area, I was 
absolutely taken aback. The reality was so amazing 

there; it is a very, very unfortunate situation. Israeli 
human rights defenders have the liberty to say what 
they want, but it is not the same for the Palestinians. 
The Palestinian Authority has been expected to do 
much more than it has the power or the resources to 
do. However, whatever constraints the Palestinian 
Authority feels, it has to realize that it represents a 
population under occupation. It has to respond to 
those needs and not copy the practices of the  
occupation. 

We found arbitrary detention and violence toward 
human rights defenders for speaking out and intoler-
ance for criticism by the Palestinian Authority. On 
the other hand, what was extremely heartening and 
encouraging was the way that the Palestinian defend-
ers were responding. They refused to be cowed down. 
Many do not perceive themselves as victims, and that 
is extremely important in the context of Palestine. 
The international community has to realize that if the 
Sudanese government has to implement resolutions of 
the U.N. Council on Human Rights, or the Security 
Council for that matter, so does Israel.

Hina Jilani (Pakistan/U.N.) is the United Nations special repre-
sentative to the secretary-general on human rights defenders. She 
has practiced law since 1979 and opened the first women’s law 
firm in Pakistan in 1980. She specializes in human rights litiga-
tion and is especially concerned with the human rights of women, 
children, minorities, and prisoners. She has conducted several 
cases that have become landmarks in setting human rights stan-
dards in Pakistan. As an avid social activist, she was a founding 
member of the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan and the 
Women’s Action Forum. Over the past two decades, she has  
been involved with the United Nations Center for Human 
Rights, The Carter Center, and the U.N. Conference on Women. 
She has received several awards for her human rights work from 
organizations such as the American Bar Association and Human 
Rights Watch. 
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When Human Rights Claims 
Confront Traditions

The question before us is really who gets to decide 
that in the name of cultural diversity, in the 

name of multiculturalism, certain human rights can 
be violated or can be delayed? In the name of peace 
and development, again human rights concerns and 
principles can be pushed aside, until we get peace and 
until we get development.

The international community must recognize 
that there is a diversity of voices within a particular 
country and within a particular faith community, and 
especially the voices of women who are emerging 
to challenge religious institutions and definitions of 
what a religion means. And here, in particular, I am 
talking about Islam. There is a diversity of struggles 
going on within our community.

But whose voices get heard? Are the voices of the 
human rights defenders on the ground that seek to 
bring about change, that seek to bring about reform, 
are they heard? Or is it to maintain goodwill, to 
maintain leverage on governments that you allow the 
voices of leaders of government and faith groups that 
don’t recognize human rights principles, that don’t 
recognize justice and equality, to be heard as the 
dominant voice?

Who decides when there is a debate about whether 
the constitution will have a section on fundamental 
liberties, recognizing every individual as equal before 
the law, outlawing discrimination on the basis of gen-
der? Yet we find a clause that will give exception to 
religious and customary laws. So, who gets to decide 
that in the name in religion and custom that women 
can be discriminated against and the human rights of 
women can be violated? 

Also, faith com-
munity leaders on 
the ground who 
are also pushing for 
human rights, for 
equality, for justice, 
for freedom, for dig-
nity do exist within 
the community, 
within the local 
community! So, 
how do we get these 
voices out there and 
recognized?

My group is taking an initiative to launch an inter-
national movement for Muslim family law reform 
within the framework of justice and equality and 
really bringing a big coalition of women’s groups and 
scholars working on family law reform. We will work 
within the framework of justice and equality start-
ing with family law but pushing for an Islam that 
will recognize justice and equality as fundamental to 
the teachings of the faith. We will do this in a huge 
coalition of women’s groups that are on the ground, 
dealing with the impact of injustice and inequality in 
family law on women. 

Zainah Anwar (Malaysia) is the executive director of Sisters in 
Islam (SIS), a nongovernmental organization working on the 
rights of Muslim women within the framework of Islam. Founded 
in 1988, SIS has been at the forefront of the women’s movement 
that seeks to end discrimination against women in the name of 
religion. The group’s activities in research, legal services, advo-
cacy for reform, public education, and capacity building at the 
national and international levels help to promote the develop-
ment of Islam and uphold the principles of justice, equality, free-
dom, and dignity within a democratic state. 

Testimonies

Zainah Anwar
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Sonja Biserko
Reflections on the Former Yugoslavia

Thank you to The Carter Center for inviting me 
to this conference to share some of the experi-

ences we had in Serbia and in the Balkans. I would 
like to focus on the overwhelming challenge, which 
was the failure of the international community to 
adequately respond to that crisis, based on a lack of 
political will and a lack of consensus to deal with it 
while it was still preventable. I can recall or mention 
a few steps, but unfortunately the international com-
munity did not stand up behind their own decisions, 
like the Hague Conference from 1991. And when I 
say the international community, I mean all of them: 
major governments, international organizations, and 
NGOs. And unfortunately, that goes for the U.N., 
too. The so-called “neutrality,” in fact, almost always 
helped one side, regardless of good intentions; in our 
case, it was the aggressor’s side. Neutrality does not 
mean that we can lose sight of the context because 
this could lead, as it did, to the Srebrenica massacre; I 
do not have to remind you what happened there.

Civil Society

Another major obstacle was the poor status of civil 
society organizations at that time, in particular the 
human rights organizations in the former Yugoslavia. 
In this context I would also like to mention that 
the citizenship context is also a problem for many of 
these, I would say, collective societies, which reject 
the concept of individual rights, and this continues to 
this very day. Those NGOs were being established in 
parallel with the unfolding crisis and were not strong 
enough to substantially influence the course of events. 
From the start, the Belgrade group of Muslims divided 
the blame equally on all sides, thus aligning itself 
indirectly to the nationalist Serbian government, 
while the groups in the newly established countries 
mostly identified with the countries under attack from 
the Belgrade government. 

The conflict over interpretation of the conflict is 
still not entirely over, neither within the new coun-

tries nor in some parts 
of the international 
community, as you can 
see from the develop-
ments related today 
to the Kosovo issue. 
This lack of common 
interpretation was 
not and certainly is 
not the result of igno-
rance, since there is 
an abundance of inde-
pendent documenta-
tion of human rights 
violations, but rather 
it is the frequent case 
of pragmatic subordi-
nation of the human rights issue to specific political 
interests.

Voices of Human Rights Defenders

Third, in the first phase of the conflict, human rights 
defenders were not considered as factors of any signifi-
cance at all and basically failed to influence, even less 
change, the position of either the international and 
local audiences. Yes, then they were rather isolated 
voices, but what they were voicing was the much-
needed truth about the scale and nature of the origins 
of human rights abuses. Often human rights defend-
ers were and still are considered radical, militant, 
and more often than not, not sensitive or adaptable 
enough to the perceived political needs of the spe-
cific times. This was especially the case in the period 
after the transfer of President Slobodan Milosevic to 
The Hague tribunal. Most of the NGOs dealing with 
human rights were recognized or perceived by foreign 
diplomats in Belgrade as destabilizing factors of the 
society. They felt that removal of Milosevic would be 
the end of Serbia’s evil past, so, unfortunately, until 
the assassination of Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic, 
this was the case. Some of the leaders of the NGOs’ 
coalition, which took part in Milosevic’s overthrow, 
identified with the new ruling party and eventually 
integrated in development. Those who continued to 
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be critical were immediately singled out as too radical 
and destabilizing of the new government.

The Role of the Media

Fourth, press and electronic media, mostly govern-
ment-controlled, were and still are in our country 
the main instruments in instigating mass crimes by 
spreading hate speech. Human rights defenders are 
more or less at their mercy. Campaigns against human 
rights defenders usually stop after the intervention by 
some major international NGOs or by a European or 

the U.S. government. The media has failed to offer 
the truth about the war and human rights abuses to 
the Serbian people. There was no debriefing of what 
has happened. The smear campaign against anyone 
or any organization may be organized in a day or two 
because there was no effort to ever tell any truth. In 
the current situation, for instance, Albanians have 
been continuously demonized as the greatest enemies 
of Serbia. I have to point out that there has been no 
international response to that because, among other 
things, it is held that such efforts may endanger the 
freedom of expression so there has to be some reflec-
tion on this very important instrument. 

Fifth, one of the major obstacles to our work was 
the lack of recognition, both at home and abroad,  
of the latent impact of virulent nationalism on the 

public opinion of ordinary people for a huge part of 
the population. Additionally, nationalism in Serbia 
was not only long-running but also a singular and 
deeply engrained political tradition of more than  
a century. Therefore, the anti-war movement that 
initiated in the 1990s in Serbia, as weak and dis-
organized as it was, did not have a chance except 
as it concerned the mobilization of youth. But it is 
important to note the several NGOs, including the 
Helsinki Committee, that emerged from that move-
ment. On the whole, all of these factors contributed 
to the deep frustration of the local human rights 
defenders, for they were left without substantial sup-
port. Moreover, they were often sidelined by some  
international actors as troublemakers. 

The Serbian Orthodox Church

Unfortunately, I have to say that the situation we 
face in Serbia is not a good example of faith-based 
organizations that work with these ideas mentioned 
here. The reason is simple and I would say tragic. The 
Serbian Orthodox Church has played the major nega-
tive role in laying the groundwork for the conflict, 
together with the Serb Academy of Arts and Sciences 
and Serbian cultural and intellectual elites. I have to 
mention that The Hague Tribunal has mainly dealt 
with political and military officials, and no figures 
from the religious hierarchy or cultural elite have 
been held accountable for their part in instigating 
ethnic intolerance, hatred, and violence

Sonja Biserko (Serbia) is a leading Serbian human rights 
defender. She is currently the head of the Serbia Helsinki Human 
Rights Committee, which she founded in 1994, and also serves 
as a member of the executive board of the International Helsinki 
Federation in Vienna. She was also a founding member of the 
Center for Anti-War Action, Belgrade, in 1991; the Belgrade 
Forum for International Relations, in 1992; and the European 
Movement in Yugoslavia, also in 1991. Biserko has published 
numerous articles and books in English and Serbian. In 1994, 
she received an award from the Lawyers Committee on Human 
Rights for her work. She was trained as a career foreign services 
officer for Serbia. 

Often human rights defenders were and 
still are considered radical, militant, 

and more often than not, not sensitive 
or adaptable enough to the perceived 
political needs of the specific times. 



The Carter Center

Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum

32

Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum

We need big solutions, and 
those big solutions have to do 
with political decisions, and 
those political decisions are in 
the hands of those people gov-
erning the world and who have 
the power. The problem is not 
jurisdictional; laws have been in 
place since World Wars I and II, 
and they are very important. In 
Colombia, it would be enough 
just obey the laws for us to enjoy, 

with dignity, our human rights.

Berenice Celeyta (Colombia) is president of La Asociación para 
la Investigación y Acción Social — NOMADESC (Association 
for Social Research and Action), a nongovernmental organiza-
tion dedicated to working with communities in southwestern 
Colombia and the Magdalena River Valley in north-central 
Colombia. These communities are particularly hard-hit by vio-
lence and oppression. NOMADESC works primarily with women, 
trade unionists, campesinos, and the Afro-Colombian and indige-
nous peoples. By facilitating legal support, education, and accom-
paniment, Celeyta and her team work with affected communities 
to raise social awareness and promote empowerment. They use 
civic and legal tools to nonviolently defend themselves and 
assert their human rights. She received the Robert F. Kennedy 
Memorial Award for Human Rights in 1998.

Berenice Ceyleta

In Colombia, we have to confront historical mecha-
nisms of impunity that have been there for 40 

years. Add to this the “war on terror,” which our 
government uses to accuse human rights defenders of 
terrorism. Why do they believe that human rights and 
defenders of human rights are a terrorist threat? It is 
now a globalized concept that we are dealing with.

We all speak a common language here, we speak 
the same language, and it’s the language of defend-
ing human rights. But the war machine that is run-
ning around throughout the world in the end has the 
power that will determine the economical, political, 
and military situation.

The war machine that is  
running around throughout the  

world in the end has the power that  
will determine the economical, political, 

and military situation.

Berenice Ceyleta
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National Commission on Violence Against Women

The organization that I work for was born out of an 
incident of mass violence and was shaped by all of 
the mass atrocities that have happened in the past 
40 years. The incident that gave birth to us was a 
mass riot in May 1998, which triggered the dicta-
tor, General Suharto, who at that time was one of 
the longest-reigning dictators, to finally resign after 
32 years. In the midst of the mass rioting, mass rape 
occurred. There were many denials that the rape hap-
pened because none of the victims were confident 

enough or were well enough to speak out. Because of 
these denials, there were many protests by women’s 
groups. Out of the protests came an agreement by the 
president, the new president at that time, to establish 
a national mechanism to address all forms of violence 
against women, and this is the institution that I work 
for, the National Commission on Violence Against 
Women. 

My role as a defender is to ensure that this public 
institution, which is very new and unprecedented 
in Indonesia, and maybe also not very common 
anywhere else in the world, becomes an effective 
mechanism of human rights for women and that it is 
responsive to the needs of victims and accountable to 
the public. 

It is not just that there is no rule of law 
and there are no investigations. We also 
face the silence that women have to go 
through; the risks they take in speaking 

out mean they can be ostracized by their 
own community. The tendency of the 

community is still to blame the victim in 
the case of sexual violence.

Kamala Chandrakirana

Thank you very much to The Carter Center and 
Human Rights First for inviting me to be part of 

this forum. I am Indonesian, and I will speak about 
my experiences in Indonesia in addressing not one 
incident of mass atrocities but many incidents in the 
past 40 years of our history. 

In the 1960s, a 32-year dictatorship was born 
out of a mass atrocity directed against anybody 
who was perceived to be communist. This incident 
resulted in the mass killings of up to half a million 
people and arbitrary arrests and torture on a mas-
sive scale. During the rule of the dictatorship in the 
provinces that are furthest from the center, where 
the challenge to the power of the center was very 
high, these areas — Aceh, Papua, and occupied East 
Timor — were being established as military zones 
where the military had full control with no account-
ability and where many gross violations of human 
rights happened in the name of the Indonesian 
people. 

In 1998 we had a change, and President Carter 
came to monitor the elections. Immediately after-
ward, the country broke 
down into communal 
conflict in various parts. 
The conflict was between 
Muslims and Christians and/
or indigenous people versus 
incomers, people who were 
previously living as neigh-
bors for generations. At its 
peak in 2002, as many as 2 
million Indonesians were 
displaced. Except for East Timor, all of these inci-
dents were viewed by the international community 
as domestic matters and therefore did not warrant 
international intervention. And up to this day, when 
we are reaching 10 years of our reform period, the 
truth from all of these incidents has not been fully 
disclosed, and accountability remains an elusive goal.

Kamala Chandrakirana
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Lessons Learned as a Defender

Let me share a few lessons we have learned so far in 
doing this work in the past nine years. First, we found 
out very quickly that our first task was about truth, 
because in fact, particularly on the issue of violence 
against women, it is not just that there is no rule of 
law and there are no investigations. We also face the 
silence that women have to go through; the risks they 
take in speaking out mean they can be ostracized by 
their own community. The tendency of the commu-
nity is still to blame the victim in the case of sexual 
violence. So, even before accountability comes truth, 
and for us that meant not just going to the military 
zones, which by that time had become independent, 
but also going into the past 40 years to meet with 
the women victims of the 1965 massacres in order to 
understand their experience as women during that 
time. We had to make sure that in bringing out truth 
in relation to violence against women, we created a 
support system or an approach that would prevent 
their re-victimization. The principle of “do no harm” 
that Arbour mentioned also applies to us as defend-
ers when we are engaging with victims. Through that 
process we are learning as we go about the ethics of 
working with victims and communities of victims. 

On the issue of justice, from our discussions and 
from listening to women victims of violence, we find 
that in a country like Indonesia where the rule of 
law never existed, looking for justice in the courts 
is something that is very long term. We cannot wait 
to talk about justice from the legal system or judicial 
reform because it will take decades. We learn from 
the victims when we speak about justice. How much 
we learn, particularly from women and victims of sex-
ual violence, depends on the sense of justice within 
their communities and families. We understand how 
fragile it is to be dependent on the level of com-
mitment to justice within their own communities, 
because in fact, it is these communities that ostracize 
them for being impure because of rape. It is also their 
leaders who neglect to hear their voices and their 

needs, which leads them into further impoverishment. 
The lesson from this is that social and economic jus-
tice requires a community-wide effort to transform 
themselves, to transform their values, to transform 
their institutions and their behaviors so that they are 
able to embrace the women victims of mass atrocities 
and sexual violence. 

We have learned with our work on truth and jus-
tice that the environment can shift suddenly in the 
process of working on truth and justice for women 
victims of mass atrocities and sexual violence. For 
example, in Aceh, when after more than a decade of 
armed conflict and trying to struggle to find truth and 
justice in the context of mass violence, suddenly the 
ground shifted, and the rise of religious fundamental-
ism came very quickly. The whole peace process in 
Aceh actually incorporated the legal enforcement of 
Shari’a law in Aceh. Of course, in this case, women 

are the ones who are the first victims of it because 
religious fundamentalism is the attempt to control our 
bodies and minds. 

We have also learned how fragile the peace process 
is and how long the journey to justice is. And because 
of this, it becomes important that we are able to work 

When we see huge resources and a 
huge international presence in countries 

devastated or societies devastated by 
mass atrocities, it is important for 

us to be aware that the imbalance of 
resources between local and international 
institutions can undermine the viability  

of local institutions on which we  
depend for long-term peace. 
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by the values and the work we do. We need your sup-
port to ensure that the institutions through which we 
work become viable, credible, and capable of meeting 
the challenge of long-term peace and justice.

The work of defenders becomes exhausting and  
as damaged as the people they call victims of mass 
atrocities. Many of them fall ill, sometimes from 
simple exhaustion. Defenders need space to heal and 
reflect, and this is part of the support we think is 
necessary. So the need for human rights defenders is 
not just protection during the times of danger but also 
facilities to ensure that their institutions are viable 
and they have the ability to heal after long years of 
hard work.

Kamala Chandrakirana (Indonesia) is a human rights defender. 
She has contributed to the establishment and growth of numer-
ous civil society organizations working in the areas of poverty 
eradication through coalition building; anti-corruption through 
the Indonesian Corruption Watch (ICW) and JARI Indonesia, a 
national network on “development watch” initiatives; and wom-
en’s rights through the establishment of a women’s rights educa-
tion institution for Muslim communities (RAHIMA). She is also 
in the board of human rights organizations, such as ELSAM and 
Imparsial. Since 1998, Chandrakirana has played a key leadership 
role in developing a credible independent national commission, 
Komnas Perempuan, established by presidential decree to work 
for the elimination of violence against women and the promo-
tion of women’s human rights. Through this commission, she 
has initiated a number of fact-finding efforts on women in armed 
conflict situations (in Aceh and Poso) and in natural resource 
conflicts (in a mining area in North Sulawesi) as well as devel-
oped strategies for legal and policy reform. Based on this work, 
Chandrakirana was among the 1,000 women nominated by an 
international coalition of women’s rights advocates for the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 2005.

not just in the time frame of projects but also in terms 
of building institutions. It becomes imperative that 
we build the leadership of indigenous institutions and 
not just depend on international organizations to per-
form activities, emergency work, and capacity build-
ing. Indigenous institutions need the new standards 
that we have developed internationally after all these 
years. We have to find a way to facilitate the inter-
nalization and articulation of these international stan-
dards within indigenous institutions that live where 
the victims live. 

These can be modern institutions but also tradi-
tional institutions, and for this I would like to go back 
to the principle of “do no harm” that Arbour men-
tioned earlier about how international institutions 
work with local and national institutions. When we 
see huge resources and a huge international presence 
in countries devastated or societies devastated by mass 
atrocities, it is important for us to be aware that the 
imbalance of resources between local institutions and 
international institutions can undermine the viability 
of local institutions on which we depend for long-
term peace. 

Appeal to Protect Defenders

I would also like to mention a few words about the 
work of defenders because we do our work in defiance 
of the odds. There is very little support for us and 
particularly for women. Many of us have become ban-
ished from the category of good women, and that is 
a fundamental attack to our existence. We also build 
institutions, but the institutions we build are shaped 
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Marc Ellis
Political Empowerment

Although I 
do not want 

to personalize 
this, the idea that 
Palestinian human 
rights and Israeli 
human rights are 
on the same side 
is an illusion. It is 
an illusion because 
the power of Israel, 
the facts on the 
ground, already has 
sealed the fate of 
the Palestinians. 
So human rights 

cannot be guaranteed and cannot be the foundation 
without political empowerment. We have to look at 
what progressive Jewish groups, the United Nations, 
and other groups have to say about the political 
empowerment of the Palestinians, not the human 
rights situation. In my lifetime, this discussion has 
been going on forever, since I first visited Israel in 
1973. Continuously since 1984, if you just take what 
I have seen, it is not sporadic, it is not unplanned, it 
is not through excitable fundamentalist settlers; it is a 
civilian government bureaucratic extension of Israel 
that is permanent. So if we are going to do human 
rights work, let us ask why these groups include 
human rights groups that are heavily dependent on 
donations and works by Jews. In the narrative that 
we have in the West around the Holocaust, including 
Christian Zionists, we have got to get to these issues if 
we are going to talk about the political empowerment 
of Palestinians, which would mean the pushing back, 
physically, of Israel. Now if we are not willing to talk 
about that, we are not really ever going to be able 
to protect Palestinian human rights; it is an illusion, 
which, as a Jew, I would like to dispel. 

Justice and Human Rights

Human rights issues become more complex as the vio-
lations come closer to home. Often left unaddressed 
is justice for those whose rights have been violated. 
Without justice, human rights cannot be achieved 
over the long term; as Jews we know this throughout 
our history. The temptation is to violate the human 
rights of others once we finally escape the violation 
of our own. Thus, the cycle of violence and atrocity, 
of justice denied to us, and then when the time is 
right, denial of justice to others. We as Jews have suc-
cumbed to this temptation. Is there a way out of this 
cycle? Do Judaism and other religions offer us a differ-
ent path? My answer is yes and no, not by themselves, 
perhaps with others in a new diaspora. 

Speak Truth to Israel’s Power

In the desert and in the “Promised Land,” the proph-
ets came to the people of Israel as a sign of contra-
diction; the prophets told us that when injustice is 
practiced, the covenant is violated. The prophets 
speak truth to Israel’s power by citing Israel’s failed 
social experiment to create a society different than 
the one we experienced in Egypt. We are witnessing 
this failure again today. The prophets see this failure 
through the maltreatment of what has become the 
marginalized of Israel: the poor, the widowed, the 
orphaned, and the strangers. Today we would call 
these violations one of basic human rights. During my 
years of traveling to Israel and Palestine, I have seen 
the human rights abuses against Palestinians mount 
to a level that few American Jews know or seem to 
care about. The United States is an enabler of Israel’s 
violations of Palestinian human rights. This is also 
true of the American Jewish community. Should Jews 
speak truth to Israel’s power? Or should Jews help 
fashion narratives and policies that enable Israel to 
continue while limiting the dissent of Jews and others 
in the United States and the world? 

Parts of the Jewish establishment see their pri-
mary challenge as securing the power necessary 
for Israel’s survival and expansion. In doing so, 
they silence many Jews and non-Jews who long for 
another way of life. The Jewish community is divided 
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between three minority and articulated factions: 
Constantinian Jews, Progressive Jews, and Jews of 
Conscience. Constantinian Jews have institutional 
clout and personal financial wealth; they have loyalty 

of elected political officials, especially in the United 
States. Progressive Jews ostensibly struggle against 
the Constantinian Jewish establishment; for the most 
part, this fight has been rhetorical rather than sub-
stantive. At best the strategy the Progressive Jewish 
opposition pursues is to protect the human rights of 
Palestinians who remain and the little they have left 
to lose. This has been clear for decades: the call for 
human rights protection without political empower-
ment is a dead end for the Palestinian people, but is 
this not true everywhere? Jews of conscience are in 
exile from the Jewish community since the tangle 
between Constantinian and Progressive Jews is about 
the limits of Jewish power rather than the call to radi-
cally evaluate its trajectory. What Jews of conscience 
see is a disaster that has already arrived; only a new 
opening to Palestinians in confession and full equality 
will do. Again, this is true of so much of the world. 

New Paradigm

We need a new paradigm of life together; the old tra-
jectory is a recipe for disaster, which in many places 
of the world has already arrived. This new trajec-
tory is a process of revolutionary forgiveness. Here 
the violator of human rights begins a new journey 
of equality and justice for all. The pursuit of justice 
makes it possible to break the cycle that engulfs 
both parties. With justice at the heart, compassion 
and forgiveness cannot be far away. Is there a way 
of joining Jews, Christians and Muslims of con-
science in this effort? We must begin by confronting 
Constantinian Judaism, Constantinian Christianity, 

and Constantinian Islam and the political powers 
they bless and often represent. But we should not be 
seduced by the pieties of progressive rhetoric from 
individuals or institutions. Often they enable the 
injustice to continue. The expulsion of Palestinians 
in 1948 was the beginning of the unraveling of 
Palestine. This unraveling continues with the fur-
ther dispossession and settlement of Palestinian 
land. Again, as in the broader framework of human 
rights work, the violation of human rights typically 
has a prior political history that must be addressed. 
What resources are available to Jews, Christians, and 
Muslims of conscience as the other strategies have 
failed? What is it within each community that can 
subvert the rhetoric of innocence and the posturing of 
the violations of human rights as a necessity to ensure 
its survival?

Imagine for a moment the prophetic informing 
the people of Israel once again; imagine the coalition 
of the prophetic as Jews, Christians, and Muslims of 
conscience bond together. Imagine the creation of 
a new covenant when people of conscience form a 
new diaspora. The new diaspora demands a politi-
cal acumen strengthened by religious sensibilities. 
These religious sensibilities, fragmented and humbled 
by history, reach out to others in need. This need is 
for comfort, “Isaiah’s shelter from the storm,” and 
also a political structure that allows the power of 
protection. The new diaspora enjoins the powerful 
to enter into an interdependent empowerment that 
overcomes injustice sometimes with a former enemy, 
thus promoting revolutionary forgiveness. Today we 
are confronted with a choice as to which part of the 
Bible and which part of our history we emphasize 
and choose. This choice becomes a question of con-
science, conscience defined as the movement toward 
the other, which is at the same time a movement 
toward God.

Marc Ellis (United States) is director of the Center for Jewish 
Studies at Baylor University. Influenced by the Jewish ethical 
tradition and the dissonance of Jewish life after the Holocaust, 
Ellis has sought to rescue the Jewish ethical tradition in the face 
of the demands of modern times and develop insight into Jewish-
Christian-Muslim relations and their complexity today.

Human rights cannot be guaranteed  
and cannot be the foundation  

without political empowerment. 
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Roberto Garretón

Working for human rights has a political dimen-
sion. We should not forget that the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights claims that it represents 
the common ideal by all people and nations. It is a 
political ideal with very deeply moral content. The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights is one of the 
most important texts created in the history of human-
ity, because it was created by human beings — that 
the protection of human rights would not be only 
a divine order but is the work of human beings as a 
result of reasoning, thinking, and from the pain suf-
fered through many decades. This text is very modest, 
30 little articles. But this text is today, and I want to 
insist on this concept, universally acknowledged by all 
peoples — maybe not by those inflicting suffering on 
other people, but they see in this text a limitation to 
their powers, a limitation to their ability to oppress. 
When the World Conference in Vienna grappled 
with the debate over whether the UDHR represented 
universal concepts, we saw that all the people who 
objected to its universal character represented dic-
tatorships, every one of them. But in the conference 
discussion on the floor in Vienna where all the NGOs 
were, there was agreement about the universal nature 
of the rights enshrined in the UDHR. 

We know that religion can work against the enjoy-
ment of human rights, but I will speak of our case, 
where the churches work in favor of the rights of peo-
ple. In Chile, during the coup of Augusto Pinochet, 
the churches began to get together to defend human 
rights. They started to get together all the religious 
leaders, and a month after the coup, the commit-
tee of cooperation for peace in Chile was founded, 
including Catholic, Lutheran, Baptist, Methodist, 
and Orthodox churches, along with the great rabbi 
of Chile. The union was very impressive because 
it defended human rights all over the country and 
served as a model for other institutions in Guatemala, 
El Salvador, Peru, and Brazil.

We speak of communities of faith and human 
rights, but a defender of human rights cannot put 
his faith or the 
principles of his 
church above 
everything else 
and ignore or 
postpone the 
work for human 
rights.

When I was 
working in the 
Democratic 
Republic of the 
Congo, there 
were some 
human rights 
institutions that 
were defending 
their own ethnic group and not other groups. When 
that happens, the work of the defender becomes per-
verted. Any other interest, be it political or religious, 
has to come second to the common cause of the dig-
nity of the human being.

The work of human rights defenders does not 
end with peace or democracy. They have to keep on 
working as defenders with the same values with which 
they worked during the war or dictatorship. Repairing 
democracy requires a process of establishing the truth, 
and that is absolutely fundamental. People are not 
going to believe in a democratic regime that would 
use lying just like the dictatorships or the warriors 
did. If you want to be seen as legitimate in the eyes 
of your people and the international community, you 
have to operate in the truth. 

Roberto Garretón (Chile) is a lawyer and expert on transitional 
justice. He was formerly an attorney for Vicaria de la Solidardiad, 
a human rights group established by the Catholic Church that 
worked on accountability issues during and after Pinochet’s 
regime. Until recently, he represented the high commissioner for 
human rights for Latin America and the Caribbean and served 
as U.N. special rapporteur for the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo. He is a member of the U.N. secretary-general’s Advisory 
Committee on Genocide Prevention.
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prison, you vis-
ited me.” So, we 
have an order to 
help our brothers 
improve their lots. 
When we have so 
much opportunity 
in our continent 
to improve the 
conditions of our 
people, and we 
have not taken 
advantage of it, 
I am bothered. 
Understand 
that most of us 
in America are Christians. Christians are fighting 
Christians. I am ashamed of that because we can do 
better. It is because I am trying to enjoy my human 
rights by helping others enjoy their human rights that 
I have been denied my own human rights. I have 
been arbitrarily arrested twice. Right now I could  
be far below 10 feet of ground, if not for the effort 
of the State Department, some officials at the U.S. 
Embassy in Haiti, grassroots people in the United 
States and all over the world, and Republicans as  
well as Democrats — particularly the Congressional 
Black Caucus. 

Gerard Jean-Juste (Haiti) was a human rights activist and 
Catholic priest. He co-founded the Haitian Refugee Center Inc. 
in Miami in the late 1970s to help refugees fleeing persecution 
under the Duvalier regime and served as its executive director for 
more than a decade. He returned to Haiti in 1990, where he later 
became pastor at the Sainte Claire Catholic Church in Tiplas 
Kazo. Through his church, the Rev. Jean-Juste ran a soup kitchen 
and other projects to service the community in which he worked. 
He also became an outspoken critic of human rights abuses in 
Haiti, using his pulpit and mass media, especially radio shows, to 
condemn violence by anyone, regardless of their political affili-
ation or position. As a result of his activism, the Rev. Jean-Juste 
was arrested several times on spurious charges and imprisoned for 
months at a time without access to due process of the law. He 
passed away on May 27, 2009. 

Gerard Jean-Juste
Challenges Facing America

If we want peace, we need justice on the social level 
as well as on the economic level. On the social 

level, we need equal opportunity. It is almost the 
same thing on the economic justice level. When I 
say equal opportunity, I mean equal opportunity for 
all in America. I am not concerned only about Haiti, 
I am also concerned about Guatemala and Chile 
and all the other corners of poverty in America and 
wherever. So I am begging my brothers and sisters to 
understand. Put yourselves in the shoes of those who 
are hungry, thirsty, homeless, refugees; those who are 
arbitrarily arrested and kept in jail in many parts of 
America and everywhere; those who are sick and can-
not find medication; those who do not go to school. 
You know how beautiful it is to go to school. It is 
because we have gone to school that all of us are here 
today. I do not think they picked up any illiterates to 
come to this conference. 

Call to Christians

I am bothered when I see all these people not enjoy-
ing the basic human needs. That bothers me not only 
as a person but mostly as a Christian. I try to put in 
practice what my Savior orders me (I am Catholic), 

what Jesus orders me. For instance, in the Gospel we 
have a section, Chapter 25 of Matthew, particularly 
verses 36-46, when Jesus says, “I was hungry, you fed 
me; I was homeless, you sheltered me; and I was in 

It is because I am trying to enjoy  
my human rights by helping others enjoy 

their human rights that I have been 
denied my own human rights.

Gerard Jean-Juste
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and the internal level, but 
they are not. This is our 
challenge now. 

What, then, is the role 
of organizing free and 
transparent elections in 
limiting and diminishing 
the conflicts? Elections 
can play a double role. 
First, they make it possible 
to courageously confront 
the crisis of power legiti-
macy. People who claim their power through force of 
arms and negotiations are not accountable to the pop-
ulation, and they have externally focused policies that 
do not benefit the people. So, it is important that 
the population elect its leaders. The population seeks 
transparency in elections and was mobilized by this 
hope during the 2006 elections. Again, the churches 
helped make the elections a success. 

There is also the governance crisis. Organizing 
elections exposes all the problems (territorial,  
cultural, and economic) that a country has to solve  
in the long run. The elections process exposed  
some recurring problems. First, our lack of territorial 
security in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
was evident. We did not have an army to guarantee 
the security of our territory, so militias proliferated. 
Secondly, women were marginalized in the elec-
tion process. Very few women were elected, only 4 
percent. Lastly, participation overall was limited by 
internal movement and displacement, with many 
people outside of DRC with refugee status. If we  
can get the churches to join in this effort to improve 
governance and the protection of human rights, it 
will be a major achievement.

Apollinaire Malumalu (Democratic Republic of the Congo) is a 
Roman Catholic priest and president of the DRC’s Independent 
Electoral Commission. 

Abbé Apollinaire 
Malumalu

I would like to speak about the mobilization of 
the churches during the elections of 2006 in my 

country. The churches worked ecumenically and 
proved that when they work together, they succeed 
in doing big things. But when individual personali-
ties just want to speak by themselves, they are unable 
to analyze the situation and make bold moves. The 
Shared Societies Project, which helped to mobilize 
the churches, concentrated on the people more than 
problems. This helped us get people to participate in 
the elections. 

If we can define the conflict as a pursuit of incom-
patible purposes with various actors, then this fight 
may be limited by its territories, resources, and power 
but also by values, collective identities, personal 
controversies, and rationales. The real problem that 
we have in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
is figuring out reconciliation between the exploita-
tion of natural resources while developing its human 
resources. The Congolese men and women should 
be at the center of the policies, both at the external 

The real problem that we have in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo is 

figuring out reconciliation between the 
exploitation of natural resources while 

developing its human resources.

Abbé Apollinaire Malumalu
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at the formation of our 
identities as people of 
faith and see the inevi-
table creation of a divi-
sion between us and the 
others. 

Now with the 
Christian Zionist move-
ment, you have the 
feeling of “Yes, we 
Christians and Jews 
against Muslims.” We 
are completely dehumanized, and that is done via 
ignorance of Muslims and lack of contact with them 
and then giving a very selective teaching about Islam. 
Faith leaders, and especially those who work in edu-
cation and the formation of clergy, need to consider 
our basic construction of our religious identity and in 
what ways we inevitably end up dehumanizing one 
group or another.

I came here from the annual convention of the 
organization of which I am president, the Islamic 
Society of North America. We are the largest and 
oldest Muslim organization in America with a broad 
tent. We had more than 30,000 people at our annual 
convention — Muslims representing all different walks 
of life, Christian and Jewish faith leaders who spoke 
at our convention, as well as representatives of the 
U.S. government. 

When we talk about faith and human rights, faith 
obviously plays a positive and negative role. There are 
human rights that are violated in the name of reli-
gion. There are individuals’ human rights — the right 
to religious freedom — that are violated by political 
forces and others, but also there are faith communities 
that are very active in defending the rights primarily 
of their own religious brothers and sisters in faith. We 
need to transcend that parochialism if we are going to 
get beyond the negative effect of religion’s involve-
ment in power struggles throughout the world. 

Ingrid Mattson
The Role of Faith Communities

I am concerned about the notion of economic and 
social injustice as a root cause of conflict and would 

like to consider what it means when we degrade a 
human’s sense of dignity rather than advancing it. 

What has so often happened historically, whether 
in our national normative discourse or within our 
faith traditions, is that our faith traditions uphold the 
dignity of humanity, but we are selective in to whom 
we ascribe humanity. The United States denied 
humanity for African Americans for centuries while 
upholding the rights of human beings. I think it is the 
original sin of taking humanity away from a group of 
people that makes it possible to allow indignities to 
happen to these people.

When we look at the role of faith communities, 
we have to consider not only how these communities 
support the dignity of the human being but also how 
they create a sense of in-group and out-group that 
leads to a sense of dehumanization of the other.

Chasms Between Religious Groups

When talking about Christian Zionists, these are 
the same group of people that historically demonized 
Jews. Now suddenly in the Christian Zionist churches 
you find all these Jewish symbols, and people are 
learning Hebrew and they are dancing Jewish folk 
dances. What that says to me is that we need to look 

Our faith traditions uphold the dignity  
of humanity, but we are selective  
in to whom we ascribe humanity. 
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limited in our practice of religion. We tell them that 
they should not fear freedom, and, in fact, our com-
munity has flourished as well as our ability build our 
institutions, to practice Islam, and to be Muslims in 
the fullest sense of the word. 

The restrictions that have been placed on us have 
brought skepticism on the part of the international 
Muslim community about America’s claims to support 
democracy, human rights, and freedom. These restric-
tions include special registration, all sorts of infringe-
ment upon our movement within the United States, 
violations of human rights, and American citizens 
like Jose Padilla being declared an enemy combat-
ant within the United States subject to isolation. 

Sometimes we find that the international community 
uses that as an excuse to say, “Well, look at America, 
it is all hypocrisy. How could anyone criticize us?” But 
we have been able to respond because we believe in 
these values. We can say that we are going through 
a difficult period, and we have erred on the side of 
being cautious or restrictive to protect the citizens. 

We disagree with many of the measures that the 
current administration has taken, but there are people 
who have stood up for us — this congressperson, this 
senator, the head of this major religious organiza-
tion — Jewish, Christian, and others. This support 
has taught us that this country is not perfect, but we 

We need to transcend parochialism if 
we are going to get beyond the negative 
effect of religion’s involvement in power 

struggles throughout the world. 

The United States’ Treatment of the  
Muslim Community

Since 9/11, the U.S. Muslim community has learned 
a lot and has struggled with human rights. Our own 
government has violated the human rights of Muslim 
Americans in many cases. This has been a struggle 
and a learning experience for us. We were a com-
munity that felt very comfortable in America and 
felt that many Muslims came to America to seek 
refuge from political persecution, restrictions of their 
religious freedom, and other restrictions from other 
countries. We were shocked to find in the U.S. that 
some of our rights were now being restricted and that 
the American public at large has advocated for the 
restriction of the civil liberties and civil rights and 
human rights of Muslim Americans, including having 
special identity cards for Muslims. It is not a yellow 
star but a more up-to-date sign of being a Muslim.

What has been remarkable, and I take it as a sign 
of God’s grace, is the response from many of our 
brothers and sisters in other faith communities, in 
the human rights community, and in the civil rights 
community. These people have said that this is not 
what America is about, and they are not going to 
accept that. This is something that has made it pos-
sible for us, as a community, to continue to advocate 
for human rights internationally. Very often we are 
the recipients of State Department–sponsored groups 
of international delegations of Muslim religious lead-
ers, activists, and journalists who come to see religious 
pluralism in the U.S. and how the Muslim-American 
community is doing. We travel and meet Muslims 
in other countries, and there is an expectation that 
we can demonstrate the value of human rights and 
democracy by our very presence in America and 
our knowledge of living in a democratic, pluralistic 
society. We are a religious community that is a very 
small minority in this country, but we have not been 
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are committed to a democratic engagement to access 
our rights. When a delegation came from Iran last 
year and tried to say that U.S. Muslims are oppressed 
in America, we said that is not the case. We have 
a range of freedom and partners and allies. We told 
them we wanted to ask about their statements on 
Holocaust denial, about the restriction of women in 
Iran, and they did not expect that from us. That has 
been helpful and encouraging.

The war on terror has severely impeded the ability 
of Muslim human rights defenders across the world 
to access their rights. It is very easy to classify them 
as terrorists or Islamic extremists, not only when they 
are trying to access their political rights but also their 
social and economic rights. You see that in places 
like southern Thailand and other places where there 
are disputes over access to ports and the land to have 
natural gas exploration or to put in oil pipelines. 
People who oppose the appropriation of their land 
and their resources for very understandable reasons, 
because they do not want their land to be polluted 
and destroyed, are being characterized as extremist, 
as some kind of religious response. I would like to 
encourage the human rights community to listen to 
what Muslim activists are saying in their struggles. 
Very often we put a religious context around any 

kinds of rights discourse in which Muslim activists  
are engaged. Even when they express their faith in 
the righteousness of their struggle, that they believe 
that God is with them, they are not saying they are 
religious fanatics but that faith gives them hope. 
When we hear Muslims say that, we tend to say,  
“Oh, you know, we are very worried that these are 
religious extremists or fanatics.” So, listen to what 
they are saying about land, water, and sovereignty, 
and take that seriously.

Dr. Ingrid Mattson (United States) is the first female president 
of the Islamic Society of North America. She is also profes-
sor of Islamic Studies and director of Islamic Chaplaincy at the 
Macdonald Center for Islamic Studies and Christian-Muslim 
Relations at Hartford Seminary in Hartford, Conn. Dr. Mattson 
was born in Canada, where she studied philosophy at the 
University of Waterloo, Ontario (B.A. ’87). After university 
she converted to Islam. From 1987–1988 she lived in Pakistan 
where she worked with Afghan refugee women. In 1995 she 
served as adviser to the Afghan delegation to the United Nations 
Commission on the Status of Women. During her graduate stud-
ies in Chicago, Dr. Mattson was involved with the local Muslim 
community, serving on the board of directors of Universal School 
in Bridgeview and as a member of the Interfaith Committee of 
the Council of Islamic Organizations of Greater Chicago. Dr. 
Mattson earned her Ph.D. in Islamic Studies from the University 
of Chicago in 1999. Her research is focused on Islamic law  
and society.
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Jessica Montell
Freedom of Movement in  
Israel/Palestine

Freedom of movement is really the most pervasive 
and crippling of human rights issues that we are 

facing. We in Israel/Palestine may think that we are 
in the center 
of the universe 
because of the 
amount of head-
lines and column 
space that we 
occupy in the 
world’s newspa-
pers; you would 
think we were 
a huge empire. 
Israel/Palestine 
is a very tiny 
area — 15 years 
ago you could 
get into your 

car and drive from Gaza, across Israel, all the way to 
the end of the West Bank, so all of the area of Israel/
Palestine may be traversed in an hour and a half. 
Today, you could not make that trip, not in a week; it 
would be impossible. For me as an Israeli, it would be 
virtually impossible, and certainly for any Palestinian 
it would be impossible. You would have to pull a great 
many strings to travel from Gaza through Israel to the 
West Bank. 

The Gaza Strip

Gaza today is virtually locked down. We used to use 
“one big prison” as a metaphor for the Gaza Strip. 
Today, I think it is not a metaphor but actually a  
literal description of the situation in Gaza. You have 
a very severe deterioration regarding all issues related 
to freedom of movement and other issues of personal 
safety for Gazans. Over the past seven years, the last 
blow following the Hamas takeover was the division 

between Hamas and Fatah, the two Palestinian  
factions in Gaza and West Bank. Now Gaza is com-
pletely shut down. There are no exports. The only 
goods getting into Gaza are bags of flour and beans 
and the most essential medicines, so the economy has 
been crippled. I think the latest figures, in terms of 
poverty, are that about 80 percent of the population 
is dependent on food aid; literally, they will starve 
without these bags of flour and beans that the inter-
national community is providing. That is more than 
a million people, and 10 years ago it was about a few 
thousand, that were living in such abject poverty. 
This is primarily a result of the restrictions on  
freedom of movement in the Gaza Strip.

The West Bank

The other part of Palestine, the West Bank, is also 
very severely crippled by restrictions on movement. 
The West Bank, a very small area, has been further 
subdivided into six areas. Through a system of check-
points, physical obstacles, and restrictions on roads for 
Palestinian use, there are roads in the West Bank that 
are for Israelis only. Although the roads are running 
through Palestine, Palestinians are not allowed to use 
these roads. Then there is the separation barrier, the 
last in a series of mechanisms to restrict Palestinian 
movement, which is sneaking its way inside the terri-
tory of the West Bank. 

Now the West Bank again is subdivided into six 
areas, and between some areas you can travel with a 
great deal of difficulty, while others are completely 
off-limits to Palestinians. To cross over the separation 
barrier, unless you live on the other side, is virtually 
impossible. East Jerusalem, which is an integral part of 
Palestinian society and the Palestinian territories, is 
completely cut off for Palestinians. Even a Palestinian 
Christian or Muslim who wants to pray in their faith’s 
most holy sites do not have access to Jerusalem. So it 
is easy to imagine what the effects of these very severe 
restrictions would be on all aspects of daily life. We 
start with the right to life and the right to get access 
to urgent medical care. When you consider that 
Jerusalem is the site of the major hospitals serving 

Jessica Montell
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Palestinians, it is extremely difficult for the staff of 
those hospitals and for sick people to reach them and 
get treatment. The economy has really been devastat-
ed, as has family life and the ability to visit relatives. 
In some cases, even spouses have been separated. 
Then there are the much-less-tangible effects. The 
right to life is enshrined in international conventions: 
the right to health and the right to make a living and 
support your family. But we do not have the luxury 
to talk about the right to be spontaneous, the right 
to wake up on a Sunday morning and think, “Let’s 
go visit Grandma today,” or “Let’s go to the beach 
today.” These things are unheard of for Palestinians. 

Effects on Human Rights Defenders

It is important to talk about how this affects human 
rights defenders as well. I am an Israeli citizen, and I 
am legally prohibited from entering the Gaza Strip, 
although my job is to monitor human rights in the 
Gaza Strip. So obviously that is an obstacle. But my 
movement is much less restricted than Palestinian 
counterparts. President Carter mentioned Al Haq, our 
Palestinian counterpart in Ramallah. The director of 
Al Haq, in fact, does not leave his city of Ramallah 
because he knows that he will be arrested by Israeli 
authorities. He has spent a great deal of time in 
administrative detention and now does not risk going 
through an Israeli checkpoint. So his life is confined 
to his city, and this is not very unusual. 

It is the first time that I have met my colleague 
Mitri here in Atlanta, although his office and my 
office must be five miles down the road from each 
other, but he cannot enter Jerusalem. Where my 
office is, it is illegal also for me to enter Bethlehem. 
If you think of that division between human rights 
activists, it is easy to imagine, then, the polariza-
tion between the two societies. Then you think of 
the need to reconcile two societies in conflict, when 
Israelis and Palestinians never see each other. In fact, 
the only Israelis that Palestinians meet today are 
soldiers. Israelis who are not soldiers basically never 
meet Palestinians. That only further entrenches the 
conflict and polarization between the two societies. 

Security Justification

Of course, all of these restrictions on movement are 
justified by security. I do not want to belittle Israel’s 
genuine security needs. I live in Jerusalem, and we 

have had our share of bus bombings and attacks, and 
certainly my family has not been immune to that and 
the fear that that engenders. But I think we have to 
be very careful about blindly accepting the security 
justifications, and I am frequently amazed at the way 
that security becomes almost a religion in Israel. It 
is enough to wave the flag of security, and you are 
silencing any dissent or public discussions about these 
policies. Frequently, while there are some policies 
that genuinely have security benefits, there are others 
that are conveniently said to be necessary for security, 
when in fact they are advancing completely different 
objectives. The imprisonment of 1.3 million people 
in Gaza certainly has roots in security concerns, but 
I think it also has a clear element of a collective 
punishment on the population for supporting Hamas. 
Israel has said quite clearly they want to make the 
Palestinians understand that they made a mistake in 
electing Hamas. 

Then there are the road restrictions on the West 
Bank. The roads for Israelis are only intended to per-
petuate the settlements, the Israeli colonies that have 
been established in the West Bank. One of our main 
challenges is to put forward this message: We cannot 
blindly accept everything that is justified in the name 

One of our main challenges is to put 
forward this message: We cannot blindly 
accept everything that is justified in the 
name of security, while not dismissing 

genuine security concerns  
and the need to ensure that everyone 

lives in safety and dignity.
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of security, while not dismissing genuine security con-
cerns and the need to ensure that everyone lives in 
safety and dignity.

Accountability

Usually we think of accountability in the context of 
grave violations and very traumatic events. I think 
that we also have to think of accountability in terms 
of restrictions on movement and of the social and 
economic hardships this creates. In our organization, 
when a soldier at a checkpoint does not allow some-
one to get access to the hospital, we send these cases 
to the military authorities to be investigated — that 
18- or 19-year-old soldier should be held accountable. 
Of course, the government that is perpetrating these 
policies — and even more so, the government that has 
designed these policies — must be held accountable as 
well as the international community. 

In Gaza, where 80 percent of the population is 
dependent on food aid from the international com-
munity, people are being kept alive by the generosity 
of primarily Europe and the international community 

as a whole. But Israel has the legal obligation to be 
attending to the welfare of this population, so the 
international community is actually stepping into 
Israel’s shoes financially and allowing Israel to cir-
cumvent its legal obligation. I think that that also 
puts some legal responsibility on the international 
community. You have to wrestle with, on the one 
hand, how you ensure that people continue to subsist. 
We are certainly not calling for the international 
community to cease its aid to people who are in such 

distress. But, we really need to wrestle with the legal 
implications and the measures that can be taken to 
ensure that we continue to support people in dis-
tress, while also ensuring accountability. I mean, it 
is not a natural disaster; the reason that people need 
this assistance is not an earthquake. It is very much 
human-made, and that brings with it some legal 
responsibilities. 

Secular Activism

I confess to being a secular human rights activist, and 
when I was initially invited here, I said that maybe 
I was being invited under false pretenses. You might 
expect me to be convinced, like others here, that God 
is protecting me and encouraging me. I think it is 
both a challenge to us secular human rights defenders 
and very encouraging to hear of the groundswell of 
religious activism on behalf of human rights. But this 
also raises a lot of questions for me. Where religious 
activism exists, the links and cooperation are very 
clear and encouraging. But where it doesn’t exist, reli-
gion is often very clearly a source of repression. The 
Jewish religion represses me, and there is fundamen-
talism in both Israel and in Palestine; I think the role 
of fundamentalist Islam is also very clear. So for me, 
it feels a little artificial. In all of the religions, there is 
a lot of raw material, but there is also another story to 
be told. So I feel like it is the beginning of the con-
versation: How can we link these two movements in 
a way that is not just cynical but is actually genuine? 

Jessica Montell (Israel) is the executive director of B’Tselem, the 
Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied 
Territories. B’Tselem combines research and documentation 
with advocacy and public education strategies in order to change 
Israeli policy in the occupied territories and ensure that its gov-
ernment protects the human rights of residents there and com-
plies with its obligations under international law. Montell is the 
author of B’Tselem’s comprehensive report “Prisoners of Peace: 
Administrative Detention in the Oslo Process” as well as numer-
ous articles on human rights, international humanitarian law, and 
counterterror policies. She is also a member of the International 
Council on Human Rights Policy.

Where religious activism exists,  
the links and cooperation are very  

clear and encouraging. But where it 
doesn’t exist, religion is often very  

clearly a source of repression. 
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Betty Murungi
Implementation Gaps

From our experiences in Kenya, we have had, for 
the last five years, a government that has in its 

ranks world-renowned human rights defenders. And 
yet we have seen in the past five years incursions on 
the media and on freedom of the press and terrible 
incursions on the freedom of movement. From the 
time I was here at The Carter Center in May 2006, 
we have seen Muslim Kenyan nationals transferred 
from their country in the middle of the night, with-
out any lawful or legal orders, one of whom has been 
brought, taken by the American government or its 
agents, to Guantanamo Bay. 

To get back to my own point, I think that as 
human rights defenders, we need to reach the point 
where we stop talking about the implementation gap 
and do something about it. Last year the high com-
missioner for human rights brought this to our atten-

tion, and she identified not just an implementation 
gap but also other gaps, including knowledge gaps. I 
want to add another gap, and then hopefully we can 
all figure out a way to deal with those gaps. 

One of the major gaps I see now, within the con-
text of the discussion we have been having, is a lis-
tening gap. We are not listening to the communities 
of survivors and victims whom we seek to represent. 
One profound lesson that I am taking away from 
today’s panels, in particular from the interventions of 
President Carter and the high commissioner, is the 

whole question of 
poverty, starvation, 
disease, and mass 
atrocities. When I 
look back and think 
about the condition 
of the 1.6 million 
people living in IDP 
camps in northern 
Uganda, the mass 
atrocities that they 
have suffered over 
the last 19 years are 
poverty, starvation, 
and disease. I think 
we need to look  
at that particular 

problem and address it from that aspect and listen  
to those communities. 

In much of this year, my organization hosted 
female survivors of sexual violence from 12 different 
situations of mass atrocities. The one thing that came 
out of that meeting was the concept of livelihood and 
the question of reparations. Let us reintroduce repara-
tions back into this discussion, so that we’re not just 
talking about physical reconstruction, and we are lis-
tening to the communities of survivors and victims.

Kaari Betty Murungi (Kenya) has served as director of Urgent 
Action Fund-Africa since its formation in 2001. Since 1998, 
she has also served as legal adviser to the Women’s Human 
Rights Program at Rights and Democracy, Montreal, Canada. 
As a member of the International Coalition for an International 
Criminal Court, Murungi and others advocated extensively for 
the inclusion of a gender perspective in the establishment of the 
International Criminal Court and in the work of the United 
Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda. She 
serves on the board of the Kenya Human Rights Commission, 
the Women’s Initiative for Gender Justice at the International 
Criminal Court (Den Haag) and is a past board member of the 
Federation of Women Lawyers-Kenya. Murungi is a lawyer by 
profession and has extensive experience in the human rights of 
women, gender, and governance. In December 2003, the presi-
dent of Kenya awarded her the national honor: the Moran of the 
Order of the Burning Spear (MBS) for her work in human rights.

 

I think that as human rights defenders, 
we need to reach the point where we stop 

talking about the implementation gap  
and do something about it. 
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Karen Tse
Two Stories

Today I’ve had two different stories going on in 
my head. In the morning I was really struck by 

President Carter saying that when compared to all 
the countries that were dictatorships when he was 
President, the world today is a completely, on the 
face of it, different place. We have democracy. All 
the dictatorships are no longer dictatorships. It’s 
post-communist. There’s this exciting movement in 
the world. But still today people are being tortured 
and arbitrarily detained. For many people, life hasn’t 
changed that much. Though the laws are there, the 
letter of the law is just a dream; it’s not a living, 
breathing reality. So that’s one story. 

The second story is about a sister who greatly 
influenced my life. I was in Cambodia working and 
training police officers who were torturing a number 
of people. I said to her one day, “I can’t figure out 
what to do with these police officers,” and she gave 
me the most profound piece of advice that has stayed 
with me. She had no experience in the area of human 
rights, but she said, “If you want to change this world, 
if you want to work with the police who torture 
people, you have to find the Christ or the Buddha in 
each one of them.” She really believed in the power 
of transformative love, that there was a way in which 
we could reach to our mutual humanity instead of just 
telling them what the new laws were. At the same 
time, I remember a Buddhist monk who said, “You 
only have to remember one thing, and one thing 
only, and that is whatever you focus on will grow.”

I’m bringing together the two stories to say that 
it is really beautiful to be here, and it’s wonderful 
because I’m so inspired by some of the stories. I some-
times think that we need to move beyond our own 
selves, beyond feeling like we’re the right ones and 
we’re the ones doing all the work and we’re the only 
ones who need to be here.

Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Buddhist, was 
asked, “What do we need to do to save the world?” So 

everybody stopped 
and waited for his 
big answer, and he 
paused and after a 
while he said, “Do 
you know what we 
need to do if we 
want to save the 
world? All we need 
to do is to allow 
ourselves to hear 
the cries and pains 
of the world.” Part 
of what I think is so exciting about being here and 
hearing you and what is exciting about the religious 
community is that it can provide a holding environ-
ment where we can allow ourselves to hear the cries 
of the world. Then we can move forward. I’m very 
grateful for that, and it makes me think of courageous 
defenders everywhere, specifically the people that I 
work with, the criminal defenders who are sometimes 
tortured themselves when they stand up. The poem 
that is in every gathering that I come to is: Take 
courage friends. The road is often long, the path is 
never clear, and the stakes are very high; but deep 
down you’re not alone. 

Karen Tse (Switzerland) is an international human rights attor-
ney and ordained Unitarian Universalist minister. A social entre-
preneur, Tse is the founder and CEO of International Bridges 
to Justice. International Bridges to Justice works to promote and 
facilitate the right to a fair trial and access to competent legal 
counsel for all and is building a global network of defenders to 
achieve these goals. This organization has successfully negotiated 
and implemented groundbreaking measures in judicial reform 
with the Chinese, Vietnamese, and Cambodian governments and 
is currently creating programs in Burundi and Rwanda. Tse first 
developed her interest in the cross section of criminal law and 
human rights as a Thomas J. Watson fellow in 1986 after observ-
ing Southeast Asian refugees detained in local prison without 
trial. A former San Francisco public defender, she later moved to 
Cambodia in 1994 to train the country’s first core group of public 
defenders. Subsequently, she served as a U.N. judicial mentor. 
Under the auspices of the United Nations, she trained judges 
and prosecutors and established the first arraignment court in 
Cambodia.

Karen Tse
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Report of the Working Group  
on Preventing Atrocities

Presented by Zainah Anwar 

I want to highlight two important issues that we 
identified in our group. They are the role of the 
media in escalating or preventing conflict and 

the role of civil society in escalating or preventing 
conflict or turning conflict into violence. The group 
benefited from the experience of Serbia presented by 
Sonja Biserko.

Bosnia and India as Case Studies
Biserko explained how the media in Serbia became 
the mouthpiece of the nationalist project. The media 
produced hate speech, nationalistic discourse, and 
calls for lynching and demonizing of political oppo-
nents. The deluge of inflammatory language from 
the media created a sense of siege and victimhood 
among the Serbs. When atrocities broke out, the 
Serbs had no sense of empathy or sympathy because 
they saw themselves as the victims rather than those 
who were killed or ethnically cleansed. So here, the 
role of the media in shaping public opinion and feed-
ing the flames of the conflict and violence was very 
significant. We need to recognize these consequences 
and reflect on how we as human rights defenders can 
intervene to present an alternative discourse. 

I thought this analysis was also supported by the 
work of Ashutosh Varshney because he did very 
interesting work in his book, “Ethnic Conflict and 
Civic Life: Hindus and Moslems in India.” He did 10 
years of intensive research and examined one riot-
prone city and another that was not. One of the very 
interesting findings was the role of the press in deter-
mining whether that city remained peaceful or the 
conflict turned to violence. In violent cities, instead 
of investigating rumors, which were often strategically 
planted and spread by political operators, the press 

simply printed them with abandon, he said. He also 
found journalistic connections where Muslim thugs 
worked closely with the Urdu press and Hindu thugs 
worked closely with the Hindu press to inflame public 
opinion. 

In studying peaceful Calicut and violent Aligarh 
over the Barbari Mosque agitation, he found that 
Aligarh local newspapers printed inflammatory false-
hoods while the newspapers in Calicut actually neu-
tralized rumors after investigating and finding them 
unfounded. 

Strategies and Responses
Our group discussed the importance of developing 
media strategies to challenge the voices of intoler-
ance and supremacist thinking and the use of hate 
language to inflame public opinion. As human rights 
defenders, we need to offer to shape public opinion, 
to intervene to get our alternative ideas and discourse 
into the media to generate a more informed rational 
discussion on the issues of conflict, be it nationalism, 
religion, or ethnicity. But we recognize the challenge 
many of us face, living in societies where the press is 
controlled. So getting our voices heard, especially in 
the mainstream media, is a problem. We recognize 
therefore the importance of also using online newspa-
pers and blogs to get our voices heard and develop an 
alternative discourse, especially to reach the younger 
audience and shape public opinion.

Another important strategy involves building the 
capacity of journalists to cover these contentious 
issues in a more informed and balanced manner. 
In the area of religion in particular, human rights 
defenders can play a role in addressing the fears, igno-
rance, and biases among many journalists on the sub-
ject matter by training them on the possibilities and 
necessities for reform in religious knowledge, alterna-
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tive religious understanding to deal with changing 
times and circumstances, and also by providing access 
to experts that they can interview. This enables the 
journalists to cover issues in a more critical and bal-
anced manner that engenders a more informed, ratio-
nal discussion on conflicting issues.

The second issue I’ll share with you is on the role 
of civil society. Again, Biserko pointed out the weak-
ness of civil society in Serbia and the inability of civil 
society to challenge the dominant nationalistic, patri-
otic, supremacist voices that dominated the public 
space. She highlighted the role of intellectual, cultur-
al, and religious elites in producing and multiplying 
this victimhood mentality. We always hope that the 
voices of intellectual, cultural, and religious leaders, as 
people who shape public opinion, will be the voices 
of moderation. They are part of civil society, and in 
this case they became a source of conflict rather than 
a source of peace-making. 

Again, I will draw on the research done by 
Varshney in India where he offers this very compel-
ling thesis. He said that his research showed that the 
greater the patterns of intercommunal civic engage-
ment in a society, the lower the likelihood of violent 
conflict and rioting. He concluded that pre-existing 
local networks of civic engagement between Hindus 
and Moslems stand out as the single most important 
explanation for the difference between peace and vio-
lence. Therefore, he found that trust built on inter-
ethnic social and civic ties, not intraethnic, single 
ethnic group ties, is critical for peace, as the intereth-
nic ties build bridges and manage tensions and nip 
rumors, small clashes, and tensions in the bud. He 
contrasted this against the role of intraethnic net-
works of civic associations (and here we can bring the 
Serbia example) of intellectuals, religious elites, cul-
tural leaders who just work within their own grouping 
only. Varshney’s research shows that such communal 
and ethnic-based organizations are not only often 
incapable of preventing Hindu-Muslim riots but are 

also linked with the escalation of communal vio-
lence. I do not know the situation well enough in the 
Balkans to analyze the similarities and differences in 
the situations in India, but Varshney is now testing 
his thesis in six or four different countries where he 
is looking at situations that resulted in violence and 
conflict situations that were able to be controlled and 
maintained peace and finding out whether the thesis 
he developed in India could work in other conflict 
situations in other countries as well. 

So, the challenge for us, human rights defenders 
living in plural and divided societies, is the need to 
build interethnic, interreligious, and intergroup ties. 
We need to build alliances across boundaries and 
divides that will build social capital and build the 
type of civil society that promotes bridge building and 
so better serves peace and public culture of citizenship 
and inclusive participation.

As Varshney’s studies show, these ties pre-existed 
in the peaceful cities, and they were resilient enough 
when confronted with attempts by politicians to 
polarize citizens along ethnic lines. In the end, polar-
izing politicians either do not succeed or eventually 
give up trying to provoke and engineer communal 
violence in these cities where conflict did not erupt 
into violence.

We identified five strategies that we should 
employ:

1.   We should challenge voices of intolerance and 
supremacist thinking to shape alternative ideas 
and discourse. It is important as well to monitor 
media output and to challenge the hate speech and 
incitement when it occurs.

2.   It is important to promote independent and diverse 
free press, especially in many of our countries 
where the mainstream media is controlled but 
where the alternative press, the Internet press, 
is not controlled. There’s freedom there on the 
Internet. How do we use the Internet more effec-
tively to get our voices heard?
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3.   Civil society must provide that alternative voice 
and challenge the supremacist, chauvinistic voices 
in our society. We should focus on training high-
leverage groups that are opinion makers and opin-
ion shapers, be it journalists, political leaders,  
lawyers, or human rights activists, on the issues.

4.   Arbour raised the importance of international 
NGOs in preventing the breakout of conflict. They 
must have a record of consistency and impartial 
adherence to universal standards. Many of us in 
our local communities as human rights defenders 
are accused of being pet poodles of the West.  
This affects our relations with human rights  
organizations, and we need to be strategic in  
that interaction.

5.   The role of religious leaders is important. President 
Carter spoke about religious leaders being in 
cahoots with state leaders because both are in 
authority and want to preserve their authority. 
How do we identify the progressive voices, the 
voices of peace, among the religious leadership 
who may not be savvy enough to get their voices 
heard in the public space? We, as activists with the 
skills that we have, must encourage those moderat-
ing voices within the religious leadership so that 
their help will have a moderating influence on 
their own faith communities in areas of conflict.
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To make optimal use of growing public reliance 
on Internet-based information, the Human 
Rights Program worked with the Carter 

Center’s Office of Public Information to develop a 
microsite within the larger Carter Center website 
(http://www.cartercenter.org/peace/human_rights/
defenders/index.html) in conjunction with the 2007 
Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum. The site 

includes brief YouTube-based video interviews, per-
sonal profiles of human rights defenders, and thought-
provoking articles on issues that defenders confront. 
Special features are also available for students and 
teachers, including lesson plans for middle and high 
school classrooms that explore the role of  
personal leadership in advancing human rights.

Appendix A

Carter Center Human Rights Website

Home page of Carter Center website for human rights defenders
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