
Voices for Human Rights

Good morning ladies and gentleman. 

If I asked you “What are human rights?” what would your answers be? Well, human
rights are the rights, freedoms that are guaranteed, that you have simply because you are
human. It is how you instinctively expect and deserve to be treated as a person, like the right
to live, to speak your mind and the right to be treated as an equal. There are many kinds of
rights,  most applied to a certain group, but human rights are the only ones that apply to
absolutely everyone, everywhere, that means, old people, young people, Africans, Europeans,
teachers, your mum, your neighbour, and you, we all have the same human rights, in other
words, they are universal. But the question remains - what are human rights?  

According to the United Nations, there are a total of 30 human rights. They are all
listed on  The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, actually it was much-needed. At first
they were no human rights, if  you were with the right peoples you would be saved, if you
weren’t, well you weren’t... But then a man called Cyrus - the Great decided to change that all,
after conquering Babylon, he did something completely revolutionary; he announced that all
slaves were free to go and that, all people could have freedom to choose their religion, no
matter what peoples they were part of. And just like that human rights were born. The idea
spread quickly to Greece, India, and eventually to Rome. They noticed that people naturally
followed certain laws, even if they weren’t told to. They call it as natural law, however, not
everyone was a fan of this idea. Only about 1 thousand years later in England, people finally
came into an agreement that no one could overrule the rights of people, not even the ones in
power. People’s rights were finally recognized and they were then safe from those in power.
The French’s immediately followed with their revolution for their own rights.  This way the
Roman concept of natural law had become natural rights. Then, they arrange international
agreements, and many rights across Europe were accepted, but only across Europe. The rest of
the world, somehow didn’t see this need, instead they got invaded and consumed by European
massive empires. Until, a young boy from India decided that  enough was enough, his name
was Mahatma Gandi and despite the violence, he insisted that all people in the world should
have rights, not just in Europe. Eventually, even Europeans started to agree. Basically, it only
took a few thousand years of fighting and declarations and more fighting, until everyone finally
agreed that human rights should apply to everyone. But it wasn’t going to be that easy. 

Two world wars erupted; Hitler exterminated half of the Jews population in horrifying
death camps. In total, over 90 million people died. Never had human rights been so terrifying
close to extinction and never had the world been more desperate for a change. This way all
countries in the world banded together and formed The United Nations, with the purpose to
“reaffirm faith on fundamental rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person.” But
what were human rights? Due human rights history, everyone seemed to have a different idea
about  the  answer.  But  finally,  world  population  agreed  on  setting  rights  that  applied  to
absolutely everyone: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights. And they all lived happily
ever after. Except for one little problem… 

If people have the right to food and shelter, why are 16 thousand children dying of
starvation every  day,  one every  five  seconds.  If  people  have freedom of  speech,  why are



thousands in prison for speaking their minds? If people have the right to education why over a
billion adults are unable to read? If slavery has truly been abolished, why are 27 million people
still in slave, today? The fact is when it was signed The Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
they didn’t  have the  impact  of  law,  it  was optional.  And  despite  many  more  documents,
convections and laws, it’s still a little more than words on a page. 

So the question is who will  make those words a reality? When Martin Luther King
marched for racial equality, he was marching for rights that were guaranteed by the United
Nations for almost 2 decades, but still, he marched. When Nelson Mandela stood out for social
justice in the 90’s, his country already agreed to abolish discrimination for almost 40 years, but
still,  he fought. Those who fight today, against torture, poverty and discrimination are not
giants or super heroes, they are people, free thinking individuals that refuse to be silent, who
realized that human rights are not a history lesson, nor words on a page or speeches, they are
the choices we make every single day as human beings. They are the responsibility we all
share, to respect each other, to help and to protect those in need. As Eleanor Roosevelt said:
“Where, after all, do universal human rights begin? In small places, close to home, so close and
so small that they cannot be seen in any maps of the world, yet they are the world of the
individual person”, our school, our homes are the places where every man, woman and child,
receives equal justice, opportunities, dignity, without discrimination. Unless these rights have
meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere.

Thank you.
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