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'Human Rights and the Politics of Fear' 

I am very pleased to be with you today and honoured to have been selected the Club's 
'Distinguished Canadian of 2004'. I am told that I was chosen in recognition of my 
'long and distinguished work in the field of human rights'. Although I am quite 
flattered by the second adjective, I am not quite sure how I should feel about the 
tribute to my long work. For one thing, it doesn't feel very long, and there still seems 
to be so much to do. Almost a year after having taken my functions as United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights, I can assure you that I see every day the 
enormity of the work that we, the international community, and that I, as High 
Commissioner, face to ensure the implementation of all human rights, for all people, 
everywhere. I therefore take this accolade as a great encouragement and I am very 
grateful for your support and friendship. 

As a judge in Canada and as the Prosecutor for the international tribunals for former 
Yugoslavia (ICTY) and Rwanda (ICTR), I gained valuable insight into what 
underpins the most spontaneous acts of humanity, generosity and compassion, and 
also what lies behind acts of gross disrespect and contempt for the most fundamental 
aspects of human dignity, acts that lead to crime and the worst violations of human 
rights. Fear is often at the source of these actions that are at both extremes of the 
spectrum of human interaction. 

Except for its climate, Canada is not a country of extremes. It is therefore somewhat 
sheltered from the rise of fear as the driving force behind the development of public 
policies. Globally, insecurity is fuelled by terrorism, the proliferation and 
relentlessness of armed conflicts and the persistence of extreme poverty and 
deprivation in a visible world of comfort and consumerism. The tsunami and its 
aftermath also reminded us that the most devastating threats to security do not only 
arise from human action. 

There is much to learn about fear from our collective response to the tsunami disaster 
and to that given to other global crises, such as the conflicts in Darfur, Haiti, the DRC, 
and Colombia, which leave comparable numbers of victims in their wake. Put another 
way, there is much to learn from our reaction to 'awesome acts of God' in contrast to 
our response to 'unconscionable acts of man'. Fear of natural disasters seems to be a 
'good fear', one that leads to generosity and compassion towards those who have 
suffered from their dreadful consequences. Fear of other people, on the other hand, 
including fear of terrorism, crime, armed conflict and extreme poverty, seems to be of 
an 'unspeakable' type, a dark fear which leads to wilful indifference or futile pity 
towards victims, or, worse, a search for protection through unbridled repression. 

Fear is at once the best and the worst of advisors. It triggers an appropriate sense of 
alertness, but may produce a premature, irrational response. In the face of terrorism, 
the politics of fear call for a total surrender of liberty in favour of security, secrecy, 
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