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It is by now conventional wisdom that everything is going from bad to worse these days.  Perhaps so!  But one thing has improved it seems to me.  People have a higher level of awareness than they used to where their rights as citizens and human beings are concerned.  This is as true here as it is in the United States and Europe, and in places as far flung as China, the New Russia and Eastern Europe the debate and discussion is ongoing.  
This injection of Human Rights considerations into international diplomacy by the Carter administration was considered by many as impractical and even a ludicrous notion.  But now, many years later, the mistreatment of a country’s citizens by its government has a prominent place on the agenda of foreign relations nearly everywhere.  
We know that the dream of freedom is universal, even if its meaning might differ from place to place. Certain fundamentals are the same everywhere – in no country are people indifferent to being tortured, or jailed or mistreated for having dissident opinions.  In no country is the appeal of freedom from fear of government a minor matter.  And in every human being breathing on this planet, the appeal for equality, justice, compassion and dignity is as instinctive as the blood beating in our veins.  
One of the spin offs of the focus of international diplomacy on human rights has been twofold. The exposure of such regimes as Pinochet and the hunting down of the maniacal masterminds of Eastern Europe’s ethnic cleansing, while on the other hand countries emerging out of conflict eg India, South Africa and Lebanon have all used Bills of Rights to help create an inclusive and meaningful future.  
The importance of a Bill of Rights is that it eradicates the victims and the invisible in any society.  By that I mean the marginalized and the vulnerable.  With a Bill of Rights, the victims are no longer faceless.  They have names and addresses and relatives and loved ones and they await the help of those who call themselves free, educated, mature and compassionate.  
Allow me to quote the words of the Dali Lama of Tibet:  “Deep down we must have real affection for each other, a clear recognition of our shared human status.  At the same time we must openly accept all ideologies and systems as a means of solving humanity’s problems.  No matter how strong the wind of evil may blow, the flame of truth and justice cannot be extinguished.”  
It is with the same kind of embracing acceptance that is at the centre of the Dali Lama’s words that we must address the issue before us.  
The pursuit of human rights and specifically a Bill of Rights is not just a simple academic exercise.  It is dangerous territory.  You have to get it right.  The history of the human race is replete with the names of men and women who sought to raise the horizons of human civilization and who paid with their lives or were imprisoned or disappeared.  
A few must stand as symbols for the rest:  Aesop, the fifth century Athenian who gave us the much loved animal fables was, through his death from the Tarpeian Rock, accused of sacrilege;  the aged Socrates whose intellectual light came to represent the birth of western civilisation, was sentenced to death, accused for not believing in the Gods of the State;  St Valentine who was beheaded for marrying young lovers in defiance of an imperial ban;  Sister Juana Ives de la Cruz who wrote a passionate and subservient defence of women’s rights and was destroyed by the pernicious paternalism of the Church of the Inquisition;  Osep Mandestam who defied  Stalin and was last seen reading his poems in a Siberian transit camp.  And the list goes on: An San Su Song in Burma;  in Algeria Abo Ag Kadt executed by the French for supporting the rights of his countrymen;  in Namibia, Nicodemus, a tribal chief, executed  by the Germans for the same reason;  Albert Luthull, Nobel prize-winner imprisoned by the South African government;  Eugene Debbs, presidential candidate in USA, imprisoned for a speech against the Second World War;  in Holland, Hugo Grotus, the father of International Law, was imprisoned  for arguing against a noxious religious law of predestination.  And who can forget names like Emily Pankhurst, Ghandi, Rosa Luxemburg, Martin Luther.  The roll call is unending and will continue to grow until and unless we frame a Bill of Rights proclaiming proudly that we are all one, equally deserving of justice, of opportunity, of compassion, of understanding, of acceptance of dignity. 
Some years ago, I was forced to spend almost five years existing in a place where every scrap of my humanity was stripped from me.  This doesn’t make me an expert in human rights or their abuse.  I quickly came to the conclusion that while I was chained to the wall, my captors were chained to their guns and poisonous antihuman beliefs.  So we were all prisoners there!  But what is in the past, I leave in the past where it belongs.  But I come home with this hangover.  I cannot, and will not stand idle and witness injustice, not because it happened to me, but because it happens, and if I do nothing and say nothing than I am a silent confederate of those who administer abuse and injustice, or who simply neglect the demands of inclusive justice.   
Some 25 years ago at an ad hoc Democracy Symposium, held on the Great Wall of China, one Chinese citizen was recorded as declaring:  
“Never in our lifetime has there been a better chance to obtain the things we have dreamed of for so long.  We are all fighting for a true democracy in our motherland.  It is unacceptable to the Chinese people that only the West can enjoy freedom of thought and action which is our right as human beings and as citizens.  But this democracy will not be handed to us, nor will it come just because we marched down a street and made speeches in Tianamen.  We are going to have to fight for it, and the struggle will be very hard and even very long.  But today, right now, we have a better chance that we ever had before.  If we let this opportunity pass by, we will stand condemned by the suffering of the past and the expectation of the future.”  
These concluding sentences are as pertinent to us today as they were to that Chinese citizen.  Today and in the coming months we all can lay claim to our own and our children’s future and at the same time conclude a debt of honour and respect to each other.  
By focusing in an open and positive way on the most vulnerable in society – the homeless, the young, the old, the poor, the literate, the disabled and all the other marginalized groups, all stand to gain from a Bill of Rights.  Such a document is essential for a tolerant, open, inclusive and pluralist society.  But more importantly, on a personal level, a Bill of Rights is about declaring and upholding the essential worth of every individual, their individual dignity and their potential to be full participants in a diverse and challenging future.  
Dr Martin Luther King, assassinated for his work in civil rights, spoke these words during the most troubled period of his career:  
“In spite of the tension and uncertainties of our age, something profoundly meaningful has begun.  Old systems of exploitation and oppression are passing. New systems of justice and equality are being born.  In a real sense ours is a great time in which to be alive.”  
And it is with these words in mind that we look forward to the most inclusive and participatory consultation process, which should bring everyone in from the cold and give them an assured stake and place in our society; and even if the political climate is intemperate our sense of purposeful belonging is clearly underwritten and guaranteed.  
Eleanor Roosevelt, former chairperson of the United Nations Human Rights Commission gave us these words:   
“Where after all do universal human rights begin?  In small places, close to home, so close and so small that they cannot be seen on our maps of the world.  Such are the places where every man, woman and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity  without discrimination -  unless these rights have meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere.”  
It requires nothing of me in this address but to recall to you again that Chinese voice standing before the Great Wall, that defining line of his oration:
“But today, right now, we have a better chance than we never had before.  If we let this opportunity pass by, we will stand condemned by the suffering of the past and the expectation of the future.” 

