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Since its founding in 1986, the Carter Center has worked to support human rights and democratic movements around the globe.  President Carter’s approach to these issues during his administration was always to offer support directly to activists that were struggling courageously to advance freedom in their societies.  This was not always a simple matter, given the national security priorities that he had to balance during the Cold War.  But his personal and public support for such leaders, like the Soviet Union’s Andre Sakharaov, served to infuse those movements with confidence and moral support.  Standing with those fighting for freedom while simultaneous handling tough negotiations with the Soviets was a hallmark of Carter’s administration, though there were notable exceptions, for example, in South East Asia.
Thus, for the Carter Center, a continued focus on supporting human rights movements might be expected.  But recent US policies have made this work even more urgent as human rights considerations have receded behind a heightened focus on counter-terrorism.  
It was within this context that the Carter Center hosted its first Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum in 2003.  Since then, the Center has joined with the New York-based organization Human Rights First to convene an annual gathering to take stock of the challenges facing human rights defenders and to make recommendations to policymakers.   
The Carter Center is carrying out this work in the context in which some of the US government’s actions since September 11, 2001 are seen throughout the world as setting back the human rights cause.  Its indefinite detention of hundreds of captives at Guantanamo Bay and secret detention facilities, its use of torture during interrogation represent for many an erosion of the principles of human rights, so hard won for activists from Egypt to Russia, from Colombia to Kenya.  Its invasion of Iraq ostensibly to create a democracy in the Middle East has cast a pall over democratic movements that seek to open their own societies with non-violence and persuasion.
As an American organization, the Center has faced a particular challenge in trying to help bring a more grass roots perspective to the attention of US policymakers as they consider how best to support democratic and human rights movements.  At the same time, we have worked hard to press our government to recommit to the norms of human rights so that our nation can again provide leadership and support to those who seek to build free societies.
The Role of Faith in Protecting Human Rights 

The Carter Center's Human Rights Defenders Policy Forum took place September 6-7, 2006 in Atlanta and brought together human rights activists from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sudan, Guatemala, Egypt, Pakistan, Malaysia, and Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories, among others, with leaders of faith communities and policymakers to discuss how the international community can overcome inaction in the face of human rights violations before they escalate into mass crimes.  Because of the resurgence of religion as a major social and political force, the issue is sensitive, but vitally important to examine.  Because the purpose of the Forum is to provide a platform for those who are on the frontlines of this struggle, it is their words and ideas that the Center wishes to highlight.  
At the Forum, we sought to answer the following questions: 
· Can people and communities of faith help overcome global inaction when human dignity and rights are violated?
· How can individuals and communities support the work of courageous human rights defenders who risk their lives to speak truth to power? 

· Why does the international community fail again and again to respond to these crises before they take on catastrophic dimensions? 
For we now know that each of these crises was preceded by many acts of lower level human rights violations.  Had we paid attention to the available information and warnings about the slow escalation of violence into genocide or mass crimes against humanity, we could have mobilized international action.

Recently, faith communities have become active in raising awareness in the public and among policymakers about the horrors unfolding in the Sudan, first on the conflict between the North and South, and later on the crisis in Darfur.  The impact of this campaign has led to a higher level of diplomatic activity, though the crisis is far from over.  

What if people and communities of all faiths were to reach within their traditions to bring forward those teachings that call on believers to stand with the oppressed and protect and honor human dignity?  What might be accomplished if the reawakening of faith that is taking place throughout the globe were accompanied by a heightened commitment to put a stop to human rights violations in many places where they are ignored?

Human rights defenders lead a global community that has been growing since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 that is devoted to this ideal.  This community of activists includes people of all faiths and people who work from a secular or humanist perspective.  

The 2007 Forum: Faith and Freedom – the protection of human rights as common cause
President Carter co-Chairs the gathering each year with the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights.  During this year’s forum he reflected on the challenges presented by the participants:
“There is compatibility among Judaism and Islam and Hinduism and Christianity and other others in our commitment to the basic principles of life; peace, alleviation of suffering and so forth. But there is a threat to us, I think in the last few years.  We’ve not seen any progress but deterioration in the global commitment to the protection of human rights.  We’ve gone backwards.  It would be impossible today for the United Nations General Assembly to draft the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and we clearly pay lip service to it.  These are some of the 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 that I get emotional every time when I read these words, as I do sometimes when I read my bible.  But we globally say we are honoring the Universal Declarations 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 do not want to leave a glowing approbation of religious 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.  And that is among the fundamentalist or the Constantinians who deprive fellow worshipers of freedom of speech and expression of opinion and who deprive women of basic rights.  Where are all the primary discriminators against the 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.  And I think it is the intrusion of fundamentalism that is causing us to violate these articles that I have just described, as we say that that the Geneva Conventions on the treatment of prisoners is no longer applicable to the United States of America. 

“When a small group of leaders profess to speak for God and impose their will on others without any conscience and with a firm belief that they’re 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.  And we ought to be vigilant against it.”
Every year, the forum hears from human rights activists that are on the frontlines of the struggle for human rights.  This year, some of them brought an additional perspective as they are the ones that are steeped in the conflict over faith and freedom.

Zainah Anwar, the director of the Malaysian group Sisters in Islam addressed two issues: whether human rights is a Western concept, and the tendency to place a higher priority on peace and development over human rights.  She said that linking human rights to the West undermines the principle of universality and indivisibility.  
“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.  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 gender?  Yet we find a clause that will give exception to religious and customary laws.”  
Anwar spoke about an initiative that will try to bridge religion and the human rights of women: 
“We are in the process of launching an international 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”, she continued, “within the framework of justice and equality starting 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.” 

Hina Jilani, a leading Pakistani human rights defender reflected on the obstacles that faith communities can be faced with.  She said:

“There are faith based groups who are very able in promoting human rights and doing things which sometimes become very difficult for others to do because they have some kind of 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 religion, are really playing the numbers game as well. 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 interests of the community from the larger population.  There they make a mistake, and, in fact, in many ways weaken the protection of human rights.” 

Jilani continued, “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 sometimes promoted the culture of surrender, promoted the culture of submission amongst their own communities and say ‘don’t make waves’, and therefore have disallowed that particular community to fight for their own rights.  And I think there, in the context of minorities facing mass atrocities, there can be a problem, especially with the faith based groups.”

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour has been the co-chair of the Forum for the last three years.  She also expressed concern about the tensions between human rights and religion.  She said: 

“In my opinion freedom of religion like the linked freedom of conscience and belief belong very profoundly to the private sphere.  They enter the public realm when they are linked with freedom of association, freedom of assembly, freedom of expression and then they enter the public domain.  What we have seen, since the enactment of the Universal Declaration with the creation of Jewish state, with the emergence of Islamic republics, with self declared Christian nations, what we see there is governments who 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.  And I believe this is an enormous challenge to the very concept of the profoundly 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 it can end up being a positive or a negative force.  I think the role of some members of the Catholic clergy in Rwanda speaks for itself.   This is true also the now exposed abuses (sexual abuse, physical abuse) in residential schools throughout North America particularly directed certainly in my own country against indigenous 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 when Zainah launches her Islamic family law reform whether or not other interfaith groups will come together in support of human rights.  Whether we’ll see Christian or Jewish based groups call for self examination in their own communities or whether or not religious precepts foster gender equality, rather than take a back seat, letting Muslim groups do that public self-examination, standing aside as though there were no similar questions to be asked in their own communities.”  

Reverend Timothy Njoya from Kenya gave a very encouraging example of the possibilities for harnessing the power of faith in the service of human rights.  He spoke about his men’s campaign to eradicate violence against women and his long struggle to apply spiritual principles to the struggle for human rights in his country.  He said:

“I am not a Christina by faith, only by practice. By faith, I’m a Muslim when I am in Kenya because I preach in the mosques, and I’m also a Hindu because I preach in the temples, galvanizing the Kenyans to come together for struggle. I am an Animist when I am with my people, Africans. In 1990-1997 I brought all those religions together to struggle for the removal of dictatorship and one-party system.  We are still struggling for a new constitution in Kenya.  I transcend sectarianism and religion because of the way I see all people.”
Gloria White-Hammond heads a group called My Sister’s Keeper.  She says the group is -  
“an excellent model of how smaller groups of women and men – in our case we are all committed Christians – but how you can come together and leverage our many resources on behalf other communities that face social justice issues, whether we’re talking about here in America or internationally.

“I am firmly persuaded that history will show that a grassroots movement, working in partnership with human rights defenders, amplifying your voices, augmenting your efforts, and working with the powers that be – I’m confident that history will show that we stopped genocide in Darfur.  I just have that faith.  Now, as a preacher, I get paid to have faith, but not much.  But it is also grounded in some of the things that I have seen along the way.  I would say that the biggest challenge in terms of this movement, has been keeping people encouraged – many of the folks involved with this, again, people of faith communities, and other communities as well, are relatively new to the subject of activism.”

Ingrid Mattson, the first woman to be elected President of the Islamic Society of North America ISNA) stated that: 
“It can only be positive if we continue to engage in these actions and advocacy for human rights in coalitions.  Because what happens otherwise is that there is a certain element of religious competitiveness or the desire to kind of politicize some of the human rights violations in a way that is counterproductive.  In the whole campaign to support the rights of the people of Darfur, we have had a lot of politics involved and it was only when the Save Darfur Coalition was able to take seriously all the voices, including the voices of Arabs who were being demonized in the initial statements, and sort of the caricature of the bad Arab person, it was only until those voices were brought in as ethical voices that this campaign started to have any legitimacy in a broader way and not looked at as just another attempt by America to insert itself either for the reason of crusades or for imperialism into Sudan, into another conflict in Sudan.  So, I believe that the global inter-faith movement is an amazing worldwide revolution that is unprecedented in history, and I believe that it is through interfaith coalitions and campaigns that human rights can best be advanced.” 

The Hardest Case Brings Questions and Hope
One of the starkest examples of an intractable conflict that is both rooted in, and is characterized by, endless assaults on human dignity and rights, is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  One might argue also, that it is the epicenter of the religious and civilizational claims and counterclaims that the human community must untangle.

Because of President Carter’s historic role in helping to assure Israel’s peace agreement with Egypt, its most formidable enemy before the signing of the Camp David accords, he and the Center have long grappled with this ongoing crisis.

On this issue, the conference heard from a noted Jewish Liberation Theologian, Marc Ellis of Baylor University.  Ellis asked: 
“Is there a way of joining Jews, Christians and Muslims of conscience 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. 

Ellis continued, “The expulsion of Palestinians in 1948 was the beginning of the unraveling of Palestine.  This unraveling continues with the further 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… Today we are confronted with a choice as to which part of the bible and which parts of our history we emphasize and choose.  This choice becomes a question of conscience, conscience defined as the movement toward the other which is at the same time a movement toward God.”

For an Israeli who wishes for both peace and justice, the intersection of piety and commitment to human rights has to be approached with skepticism, though not pessimism.
Jessica Montel is the director of the Israeli human rights organization B’tselem.  She challenged those gathered to: 
“Think of the instrumentalist way that we argue against torture—that torture is not very effective, as a way of selling people against torture.  But sometimes torture is effective, I mean in the same way we can couch religion as being all about human rights and tolerance and it’s persuasive.  In all of the religions you have a lot of raw material there but also the other story can be told.  So I feel like it is the beginning of the conversation how we link these two movements in a way that is not just cynical, it’s actually genuine.”
Mitri Raheb, Palestinian pastor of the Christmas Lutheran Church of Bethlehem reflected on the problems and left those gathered with something to think about:    
“The problem is not just a conflict between Israel on the one hand and Palestine on the other side because the international community is not part of the solution – it is part of the problem. Without the military and financial subsidies of the international community Israel cannot continue doing what they’re doing.  What the International community is doing in Palestine, is charity, we call it humanitarian assistance. But it is not economic justice. Actually lifting these roadblocks and closures will be much better for us than all the aid – the humanitarian aid. But because the International Community is a coward when it comes to Israel, they close their eyes and put their hands into their pockets and give the Palestinians some hand outs so that they can survive and they will not have a bad conscience.  We have millions of pages documenting the violation of human rights in Palestine. 

“Jessica’s skepticism is something I understand and I think we have to take it very seriously.  But for me I think it is also not by chance that this meeting is taking place here at the Carter Center.  And I can talk to Jessica and try to convince her that we have so much to share – that we can reconcile human rights and faith communities.  But I would like to say that actually the best proof that they both belong together and that they are reconciled is the person for whom this center is named.  For me President Carter actually symbolizes a very faithful person, whose human rights commitment comes out of his faith.  And I could not but really hear him saying this, just a few minutes ago, that he gets tears when he reads his bible and when he reads the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  I think it is not by chance that in him they are reconciled and belong together.  I saw him come to tears about Palestine, and this gives me hope.”
Imam Talib of New York said it all when he spoke to those gathered.  He said: 

“Human rights violations are sacred life violations.  If it is true that mass atrocities begin with the individual then are we not each of us responsible both for the life and rights of every single human being?”    

“Dr Martin Luther King Jr. once said that the problem with religious leaders is that too often they function like the tail light of an automobile, instead of the headlight.” 

To conclude, it is noticeable that there has lately been a proliferation of conference and initiatives that seek to examine the possibilities for the application of spiritual principles and religious conviction to the advancement of human progress.  The challenge that our Forum set out was profound – that such a convergence will be real and positive when human rights violations, wherever they occur, and however they may be either justified or tolerated, can be understood and rejected because they are the greatest threat to the nobility of God’s most beloved creation – humankind.    
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