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Introduction 

This is an important conference and I am honoured to be asked to speak at it.  I may be wrong but I certainly cannot recall a conference of this nature – a formal exploration of the relationship between human rights and religion over the thirty and more years of conflict here.  When I mentioned that fact to several colleagues in Great Britain and France in recent weeks none could quite believe me.  Northern Ireland is fixed in the minds of most who are not from these parts as a place where the religions have been at war.  How then could the subject of rights and religion fail to be addressed?  But as we know the truth is rather more complex both here and in other contexts of conflict.  Northern Ireland’s problems which have hopefully now moved to a phase of peaceful resolution reflect overlapping ethnic, political as well as religious dimensions.  That equally is the case elsewhere where religion is identified as a component of conflict.  I will return to the point that there is nothing unique about Northern Ireland in the salience of religion and the experience of conflict.
I have agreed with Rebecca [Rebecca Dudley, a co-organiser of the conference] that what would be the most useful contribution in this opening session of the Conference would be to do the following:

· Give a brief introduction to some of the international principles and standards that relate to religion and human rights
· Bring out what have been the main issues over time that have arisen over the translation of these standards into practice in the world

· To identify current controversies – reflecting largely those that have been of concern to Ms Asma Janahir, the United Nations expert on the promotion of freedom of religion or belief in the world
· To reflect on the growing importance of the theme of the conference – Religious pluralism or diversity and human rights. 

International human rights principles and standards that relate to religion and human rights

There are many standards that could be discussed and many of them will be raised in the workshops.  I shall focus on the Universal Declaration on Human Rights.  Next year, 2008 will mark the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 10 December 1948.
  It is rightly described as the most influential statement of the human aspiration for peace, dignity, freedom and justice ever produced by the United Nations.  Article 18 of the Declaration proclaimed freedom of religion and sought to define its scope.  
Article 18

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.

From a human rights perspective this text should be the centre piece of any discussion on religious pluralism and human rights.  Let me offer here a brief reflection on the concept of religious pluralism.  At a minimum it conveys the sense that there is more than one category of believers in society.  That has always been the case but the arrival of newcomers to European societies or larger numbers of them in recent years has made this plurality more obvious.  On these islands and in continental Europe our history has been one of intra-religious differences – Protestant and Catholic. But we now have inter-religious diversity, with adherents of Islam, Sikhism Hinduism or Buddhism, for example.  And we also have beliefs that are not religious, those who are agnostic as well as those who are atheist.  
“Pluralism” means an approach to that diversity of belief.  In human rights term it begins with the individual freedom of religion or other belief and the right to live by those convictions.  It upholds everyone’s equal freedom to believe or not to believe.  To manage diversity of beliefs in society is not alone a Northern Ireland challenge but a global challenge facing many if not most societies.  It is one duty of the democratic state to act as guarantor of the freedom within which the diversity of convictions and beliefs and their institutional expression within society can be secured.     

Rebecca Dudley’s excellent paper on UNESC0’s 1947 consultation on the nature of human rights is a good starting point for the themes of the Conference.
  The paper takes us to the period in the 1940s, when the project of agreeing international human rights standards was first addressed through the newly created United Nations Human Rights Commission chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt.  It was this body which drafted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
The history of that extraordinary period is not alone of interest to professional historians.  As her paper makes clear, it is of the greatest importance to us at the current juncture of international affairs.  The modern law of human rights was set down in the wake of the Second World War that left over sixty million dead.  It was constructed in the shadow of the Holocaust, the sudden and seemingly permanent division of Europe and the constant threat of nuclear destruction of all human civilisation.  This Cold War era has passed but recalling it helps reminds us that our present 21st century global context with its many crises including those of poverty, environmental degradation, and international terrorism is not unique.  The global security crisis precipitated by the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001 has left the world again polarised and insecure.  Islam is being invoked by fanatical and violent networks such as al-Qaeda, boosted by new communication technologies, to exploit the anger of millions of the world’s Muslims over long neglected political and economic injustices especially in the Middle East.  Extreme or fundamentalist ideas sourced to Islam are being promoted within the Muslim populations of European democracies leading to serious tensions between the majority populations and their mostly recent Muslim immigrants.
The Western response in the ‘global war on terror’ which in the United States at least has been projected as a never ending 
confrontation with Islam puts at risk the very values that it seeks to defend.  It is imperative that the universal standards on human rights, sustained despite the Cold War are not jettisoned in this new crisis.  The religions of the world and especially the three faiths that have their origins in the Middle East, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, could play an indispensable role in defending the major civilisational advance of the twentieth century – the aspiration for universal and equal human rights.  One way in which these religions could contribute is by unequivocally affirming the right of the individual everywhere to religious freedom and by working together with other religions to promote the ideal of complete religious freedom in the world as envisaged in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its Article 18.
The international human rights movement dates from the end of World War II.  The international standards on human rights are built on a US president’s espousal of freedom – the speech of Franklin D Roosevelt to US Congress in 1941 – the famous Four Freedoms Speech made on the entry of the US into the 2nd World War.  In this speech he set out the ideals for which the war was being fought – and the goals for the world after that war: a world where there would be Freedom of Speech; Freedom of Religion; Freedom from fear and Freedom from Want.  These goals became the foundations of the United Nations Organisation created in 1945.  Last week on 24 October we marked UN Day, the date when the UN Charter came into force.   
The idea of universal enjoyment of human rights was included in the goals of the UN as part of a larger vision to which the new international organisation was dedicated – namely a world where succeeding generations would be saved from the scourge of war, a world where peace and security could be guaranteed and where through economic and social development, freedom from want would be achieved; where all peoples would have the right to determine their own destinies and where the rule of law and international co operation on these goals would govern international relations. 
Time allows only two points about this vision.  First, it remains the vision.  It may have taken hard knocks over the last 60 years and not least in the post 9/11 era but the ideal of multi-lateral co-operation through the UN to achieve these inter connected goals of human security, development and universal rights – global social justice in short remains vital to support.  The full achievement of freedom of religion or belief as a universal right as with all other rights and freedoms is conceivable only in a world in which poverty, powerlessness and despair are eliminated.  Human Rights cannot stand or be pursued alone. 
My second point is to note that the shaping of this larger vision in the mid last century was deeply influenced by religious thinkers and organisations as well as by secular thought and individuals.  We do not have more time to develop that subject.  But you will notice that Rebecca’s background paper on the UNESCO consultation over the possibility of a Universal Declaration on Rights is built on the book edited by Jacques Maritain the eminent Roman Catholic theologian and natural law philosopher.  She suggests convincingly, I think, that the thought of the Jesuit thinker, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin on the significance of community in the context of rights is reflected in the language of the Declaration. To these contributions should be added the importance of ecumenical Christian commitment to the process which led to the UN Charter the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the post-war international order.
 
Let me turn now to the Universal Declaration.  We might first note that an initial issue which arose in the drafting of that text was the ontological one – whether the Declaration should or should not identify God as the source of rights.  The Vatican’s representative in Paris where the drafting took place was none other than Angelino Roncalli then papal nuncio to France, later Pope John XXIII.  He sought to have reference to the deity included in the Declaration supported by a number of Latin American states but this failed.  However, as Rebecca Dudley notes, in effect the issue was buried in the text in its language on inherent rights and human dignity, we must recall it was a document agreed between diplomats, not philosophers.  The text was negotiated not only between people of different world regions and cultures but between East and West.  The understanding of human rights was at the centre of the ideological competition between the Soviet Union and the western democracies.  The often avowedly atheistic ideology of communism was not sympathetic to the idea of religious or other forms of freedom.  In the abstract of Feidhlimidh Magennis’s paper on language rights for the conference, she notes that the UDHR was essentially a compromise statement which sought to hold together various lists of rights emerging from different theoretical bases.  This is undoubtedly true although what is remarkable is how the original compromise has not only survived but prospered over the last half century.  While in its 60th year to be celebrated next year, the UDHR remains far from achieved in the lives of perhaps the majority of human kind and there is little doubt that the ideal of universal rights and freedoms is as potent as it ever was.  

Equality non discrimination 
What was truly revolutionary about the conception of rights as advanced in the UN Charter and the UDHR was not human rights but equal human rights for all individuals everywhere.  The nexus between rights and equality of treatment has been the true driver of change in the world over the last half century.  We see this in the advances of the campaigns against racial or ethnic discrimination as well as discrimination against women.  However, there have been fewer advances in practice in the case of discrimination that is based on religion or belief.  It is some form of achievement that discrimination on the basis of religion or belief is outlawed by international law.  But in reality widespread disadvantage, discrimination, even persecution on grounds of difference in religious commitment is a reality for millions in the world.  
Religion and state

We should also note that neither the Universal Declaration nor any subsequent human rights text addresses directly the question of the relationship between religion and state.  There is no requirement that religion and state should be separate.  There is a continuum of arrangements in the world from enforced separation (France, Turkey, USA)  through historical identification (England, Norway) to negotiated relationships (Latin American states) to enforced identification (Iran, Saudi Arabia).  But in practice the range of relationships between secular power and religions including in Islamic countries is diverse and in constant adaptation.  As already noted, international human rights standards require the State to be the guarantor of freedom of thought conscience religion and belief for all within its jurisdiction. 
International standards require that where there is a state or established religion there ought not to be any disadvantage or discrimination as a result in regards to any other faith or religion.  That is clearly a difficult challenge but arguably not an impossible one if we think of the United Kingdom with its established church and the long evolution of traditions of religion tolerance.  But where there is an established or privileged faith the protection of religious minorities becomes an important human rights priority.  Unfortunately, pressure and persecution of minority faith is a widespread feature in the contemporary world.
Article 18 Universal Declaration
 
This is the core statement on the scope and content of the freedom of religion in international law.  It has been repeated in many other international documents of global or regional nature.  It is not alone recognition of freedom of religion but of a more complex range of ideas.  Indeed, there is only one freedom here freedom of thought – freedom of religion is one dimension of that freedom both for the individual and communities.  But religious belief necessarily includes consequential practical and spiritual action.  For this reason, the only expression of freedom of thought that is articulated in the Article is that of religion.  The reference to conscience in the Article invokes a Christian derived belief in the existence and the primacy of the individual’s moral being.  The reference to conscience also invokes the historical struggles of early Christianity to establish itself within the Roman imperial cult of Caesar; and then in early modern Europe to achieve freedom from allegiance to a state-‘establishment’ of religion imposed by force, whether Catholic or Protestant Yet the rights of conscience are wider than religion.  In its more modern connotation, freedom not to believe or commit to any religious dogma came to include the right to refuse to submit to a non-religious ideology as, for example, that of the communist regimes being installed throughout much of Eastern and Central Europe at the time the text was being drafted.  It has been invoked also by those refusing to undertake military service – conscientious objectors.
A further characteristic of the text is that it brings together both individual and collective elements of the freedom of religion.  The freedom to be defended is that of the individual and of the community at the same time.  It can be useful to see much of the tension between secular and non secular moral or religious or spiritual discourse on human rights as resulting from competing preferences between the collective and individual conceptulisations of human rights including freedom of religion.  
Freedom to change religious beliefs 
For many, the crucial test of recognition of the individual conscience is that the individual might be free without community or religious sanction to change beliefs.  That element of the freedom was included in the agreed Article 18 of the Universal Declaration.  When the freedom ‘to change his religion or belief’ is added to the freedom of religious expression, the article appeared to endorse a conception of religious freedom that protected the freedom both of the individual to convert to another religion and for the right of persons of that other religion to seek by argument and example to convert the individual to their faith.  What is implied as a core dimension of this freedom, therefore, is the space for competition between religions for new adherents.  What was implied equally is the acceptance by religions that the individual had freedom to abandon a religion of birth for no or alternative beliefs.  
Such a model of religious liberty was in fact a challenge to many religions, most clearly today, Islam.  But the idea of freedom of conscience and the right of the individual to challenge received religious teaching or to choose religious or non religious convictions was long denied in Christianity especially in its Orthodox and Catholic traditions.  Indeed, it was not until 1965 and the Declaration on Religious Freedom of Vatican that the Roman Catholic Church accepted this implication of the right to freedom of conscience.

Protestant Christians could see in this model of religious liberty, opportunity to pursue the injunction of their religion to evangelise while accepting reciprocal freedom for other faiths or for humanistic beliefs.  The position of Muslim countries towards religious freedom, countries which had experienced an era of colonial occupation and continued Western economic dominance, needs to be understood in that context as well as by reference to Islam itself.  Islam means the submission of the individual will to the will of God and in the dominant understanding the freedom to change religion is inadmissible.  While it is a fundamental principle in Islam that there can be no compulsion in matters of religion, Muslims cannot reject Islam for other beliefs whether religious or non-religious.  Such an action is the crime of apostasy and is contrary to Islamic law.  Although it is often considered a crime punishable death in many countries, in practice there is often no such provision in state law.  On the other hand, Islam is a religion that welcomes new believers and enjoins its followers to convert others.

Reflecting on the drafting of the Universal Declaration and subsequent efforts to agree international standards on religious freedom it can be seen that there were both maximalist and minimalist positions.  The maximalist position was endorsed through western Christian pressures principally from Protestant churches.  A strong component of this conception was the right to evangelise others in all countries.  Islamic countries focused on combating intolerance particularly towards Islam and the protection of religious minorities, for which indeed Islam had a proud record, while holding to a clear territorial conception of religion.  The tensions between these different conceptions of religious freedom continue to be experienced, not only between Western Christianity and Islam, but in the relationship between the Eastern Orthodox faith and other religions.

The UN expert or Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief 
Ms Jahangir’s mandate given her by the United Nations Human Rights Council is to promote freedom of religion and belief in the world.  She has limited power to change things but she can receive complaints, investigate on the ground, make reports and offer recommendations to governments.  She, therefore, deals in particular with violations of this freedom and her annual reports to the UN Human Rights Council offer plenty of examples.  Some concerns in her 2007 report, set out below in summary form will give a sense of the principal issues over religious freedom in the contemporary world.

Freedom to choose religion 

Particularly worrying, she states, are cases where the freedom to adopt, change or renounce a religion or belief has been infringed; for example, when State agents try to convert, reconvert or prevent the conversion of persons.  
Registration of religions 

She notes also that great injustices arise from the operation of laws requiring registration of religions and the refusal of registration: “Many believers belonging to religious minorities are not allowed to worship or conduct any religious activities without State approval or prior registration”.

Violence against believers 

The experience of physical attacks on believers is a recurrent theme in the Special Rapporteur’s annual reports: “Since believers are in a situation of special vulnerability whenever they find themselves in places of worship, States should pay increased attention to attacks on places of worship and ensure that all perpetrators of such attacks are properly prosecuted and tried”. 

Vulnerable groups

Ms Jahangir identifies as special targets for violence and exclusion a depressing list: women, persons deprived of their liberty, refugees, children, minorities and migrant workers.  All, she notes, can be identified as particularly vulnerable groups with regard to their freedom of religion or belief and experience of discrimination.
Prevention education and dialogue

All UN experts who have held the position of Special Rapporteur on religious intolerance have placed great emphasis and hope on the potential of education as a means of preventing religious intolerance.  
To cite Ms Jahangir:
“Education could serve as an essential tool in creating a genuine human rights culture in society.  Especially primary and secondary schools may be a suitable place for learning about peace, understanding and tolerance among individuals, groups and nations in order to develop respect for pluralism.  States, academic institutions and NGOs should be encouraged to elaborate models for education in religion and ethics in accordance with international human rights instruments, as a follow-up to the 2001 International Consultative Conference on school education in relation to freedom of religion and belief, tolerance and non-discrimination”. 

Finally, the Special Rapporteur endorses inter-religious and 
intra-religious dialogue as indispensable processes for the prevention of conflicts.  She urges religions: 

“… to examine ways of managing the expression of their own internal diversity while at the same time incorporating a genuinely pluralist culture.  Inter-religious and intra-religious dialogue should not only include religious leaders but could also involve initiatives at the grassroots level.  Teachers, children and students could also benefit from voluntary opportunities of meetings and exchanges with their counterparts of different religions or beliefs, either in their home country or abroad.  Consequently, States should be encouraged to consider promoting regional or international cultural exchanges in the field of education, for example by concluding agreements relating to such exchange programmes and by providing funding for related grassroots activities.” 
United Kingdom visit 
The Special Rapporteur visited the United Kingdom in June 2007 and she will report on this visit in due course to the Human Rights Council.   But in a press release after her visit, she noted some concerns in particular over the disproportionate impact of anti-terrorism laws on the Muslim population through inter alia “stop and search” powers.  She visited Northern Ireland and was, like many other visitors, impressed by the new political environment of co-operation after decades of conflict.  She learned of “promising initiatives which seek to cross the sectarian divide among Christians both non political and grass roots levels”.  In a sign of the extraordinary changes in Northern Ireland flowing from new arrivals in this period of greater prosperity and peace, Ms Janahir also reminded us that the rights of religious minorities should not be forgotten.  Nor, she noted, should the perspectives “of believers who are dispassionate about their faith and of secularists or humanists as well as of women.  While there is no legal discrimination against women, yet many of them are in a vulnerable situation within their own communities.  I believe that equality must be all-encompassing and the argument that traditions should override the rights of women is unacceptable”. 
 
Religious pluralism and human rights 
The growing importance of the theme of the conference – religious pluralism and human rights is evident in our age of globalisation which now impacts everyone, everywhere.  By globalisation, I mean the trend for day to day life to be restricted less and less by national borders, and distance.  It also means that as distance collapses so we are living closer to the great human diversity of cultures ethnicities languages and of course beliefs and religions.  The need is to accept that diversity to grow comfortable with its presence in our lives.  In other words pluralism is her to stay.  It cannot be reversed.

But on these islands and in continental Europe there remain many challenges.  There remain major gaps in understanding between the major religions and cultures coupled with experience of rejection prejudice and discrimination.  The controversy over the publication of the Danish Cartoons of the Prophet Mohammad in 2006  exemplified the gulf in understanding on a global scale between Western ideas of freedom of expression and Muslim convictions over the sacredness of their religious leader and the protection that their beliefs should be given.  Ultimately, the need is to combat ignorance of the other – to come to accept the other’s beliefs while holding one’s own.  Reconciliation in concrete cases such as over the Islamic veil is not going to be easy but we need to work to develop principled solutions which begin not just with tolerance but with acceptance and respect for the faiths of all.  Challenges exist not alone in understanding between Islam and Christianity but over the relationships between Eastern and Western Christianity as well.  In October last, Russia's Orthodox Patriarch, Alexei II, in an address to the Council of Europe warned of a growing separation between human rights and morality that threatens Europe's cultural identity.  During his speech, the patriarch said European nations risked losing “their own place in history" by failing to uphold "traditional moral principles”.  He was particularly concerned over the failure to uphold “traditional moral principles” as exemplified by the acceptance of homosexuality by the European Court of Human Rights.
The particular inheritance of religious division and distance that Northern Ireland experiences in some respects is but a microcosm of the world.  We are not as was once claimed a complete historical anachronism – rather it looks like we face the same challenges as other populations which comes down to how to live with difference on a foundation of equality and human rights. 

So the need for dialogue between all the religions is no different than is the case else where in the world.  We should be all interested and indeed engaged, not alone at the local level but on a wider basis.  Among the few developments that are hopeful, which we should mention, are the continued efforts to build dialogues on an international plane.  The United Nations hosted an Iranian initiative – the Dialogue of Civilisations in 2001 after 9/11, and the current Alliance of Civilisations programme co-sponsored by the states of Turkey and Spain.
  These international efforts are explicitly aimed at addressing the mutual suspicion, fear and misunderstanding which has grown between Islamic and Western societies.  We should mention also the unprecedented initiative last week of some 140 Muslim scholars who by letter to Christian leaders called for a new dialogue between Christians and Muslims.  It has been welcomed by the Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams and by the Pope.
 
Archbishop Rowan Williams commented: 
“The theological basis of the letter and its call to ‘vie with each other only in righteousness and good works; to respect each other, be fair, just and kind to another and live in sincere peace, harmony and mutual goodwill’, are indicative of the kind of relationship for which we yearn in all parts of the world, and especially where Christians and Muslims live together.  It is particularly important in underlining the need for respect towards minorities in contexts where either Islam or Christianity is the majority presence.”  
Efforts to achieve universal human rights and global social justice can and should be one context in which dialogue between the religions as well as those of secular convictions can be pursed, indeed needs to be pursued.  At a minimum, the goal should be to fight ignorance of the other which is so often exploited by extremists intent on excluding the truth of the other.  But the larger goal should be acceptance of human diversity of beliefs faiths and convictions.
My over all message is that there should not be any conflict between the idea of rights and the world’s religions.  The religions have and must continue engagement with the goal of a just world order that the human rights movement shares.  In large part, that vision of global justice and peace, which is the task of the United Nations to aim for, derives from the religions. 
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