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Introduction

As Americans, we have heard the term “life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness” so many times that we may overlook its significance. But when
we consider the millions of people around the world who are still fighting
for these basic human rights, something amazing happens. We remember
just how fortunate we are to have the rights provided by those profound
words found in the Declaration of Independence. We also realize how
important it is to keep the fight for human rights going.

Certainly, we aren’t the only country in the world that respects basic
human rights. On December 10, 1948, the General Assembly of the United
Nations adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This
document, which has since become a standard reference on the subject,



begins by recognizing that “the inherent dignity” and “equal and
inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of
freedom, justice, and peace in the world . . .”1

Unlike many other international documents, the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights is unique in that it is not a treaty. No country is legally
bound to follow its guidelines. At the same time, this list has been invoked
over and over for more than sixty years as a foundation for human rights
laws. It has even served as a model for developing international
agreements that are indeed legally binding. Both the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which addresses the rights to
freedom of religion and voting, and the International Covenant on
Economical, Social, and Cultural Rights, which establishes rights for
employment, health care, and education, were shaped from the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.

Even with international agreements like these in place, however, the
citizens of the world must remain vigilant. Several countries with
problematic human rights records have recently sought seats on the United
Nation’s Human Rights Council. The leaders of some of these countries
have even killed or tortured their own people in order to stay in power.
Philippe Bolopion is the United Nations Director for a non-profit group
called Human Rights Watch. This independent organization is dedicated to
defending and protecting human rights. Bolopion offers, “Syria’s
candidacy, if maintained, would be a cruel joke, but would almost
certainly be met with a resounding defeat. . . . Iran too falls far short of the
most basic standards expected of Human Rights Council members and
sticks out even in an overall disappointing pool of candidates in the Asia
group, with deeply problematic contenders such as Vietnam, China, or
Saudi Arabia.”2 Other questionable countries seeking seats include
Algeria, Chad, Cuba, and Russia.

The task of securing human rights for all is definitely not an easy one.
Getting all of the world’s countries to agree on the exact definition of
human rights—and what laws should be put in place—is a vast and
complicated undertaking. Getting certain countries to adopt and enforce
human rights is an even bigger job. But it is one that many organizations
think is worth all the time and effort involved.



What do you think of when you hear the phrase human rights? Do you
envision the right to live in a society where everyone is treated as an

equal? Does the right to vote or participate in government come to mind?
How about the simple right to live as a free person? You have probably
read about African American slavery in your history books at school. This
horrible practice was a part of our nation’s history for many years before it
was finally outlawed with the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865. Although
slavery is a thing of the past in the United States, it is very much in the
present in other parts of the world, like the African country of Sudan.

Ker Aleu Deng was just a young boy when Arab raiders stormed his
village in what was then southern Sudan. The invaders killed the men and
tied women and children, like Deng and his mother, to camels, dragging
them behind. Forced into slavery, Deng worked as a goat keeper on his
captor’s property. At the end of each day, he was left to sleep outside with
the goats like an animal.

To make a horrible situation even worse, Deng’s captor was an abusive
alcoholic. He would often beat the young boy, but one day the abuse
became even more brutal than usual. His captor rubbed juice from hot
chili peppers into Deng’s eyes. And as if that wasn’t enough, he went on to
hang the twelve-year-old upside down over a fire. The combination of the
pepper juice and smoke from the fire caused Deng to go blind.

A humanitarian group called Christian Solidarity International (CSI)
rescued Deng and brought him to the United States in 2011, when he was
eighteen years old. Eye doctors in the US performed surgery on him at this



time. They were unable to save the vision in Deng’s left eye. Remarkably,
though, he can now see again with his right eye.

Ker Aleu Deng was blinded as a slave in Sudan. After being rescued by Christian Solidarity
International, he came to the United States where he met Dr. Julia Haller. Thanks to her, Deng
now has his vision back in one of his eyes. Here, doctor and patient are shown at a press
conference in 2011, where they spoke about Deng’s ordeal. Deng wants the world to know
that there are many other people who are still suffering in Sudan. The twenty-two-year civil
war between the northern and southern regions of the country came to an end in 2005, when
South Sudan won its independence. But many people, like Deng’s mother, remain enslaved in
the north.



Deng and his heartbreaking experience made a big impression on Dr.
Julia A. Haller, who managed his treatment. “He is so bright and charming
that we all fell in love with him,” she says. “We found his story to be just
heart-rending. Reading about slavery in the newspaper is one thing, but
meeting a blinded slave boy in person is another. Taking on the privilege
of [Deng’s] care has had a huge impact on everyone on the team. It’s been
a wake-up experience for all of us.”1

Although his life is much improved now, Deng says he is still haunted
by the years he spent as a slave. “Every single day it plays in my head,” he
told the House Foreign Affairs Sub-Committee on Africa, Global Health
and Human Rights.2 He testified at a hearing in October of 2011 to help
raise awareness in the United States about the problem of Sudanese
slavery.

Deng plans to return to his home in what is now officially South
Sudan. He also wants to help the people, like his mother, who are still
enslaved in Sudan. Sadly, he doesn’t know where she is, or even if she is
still alive.

John Eibner, chief executive officer of CSI, reports that his
organization will keep up their work in this area. “CSI will continue to
focus on this problem until the last slave is free,” he promises.3

It is difficult to say how many people are enslaved in the world today.
Experts say that because there’s not enough concern for the issue, there is
a lack of solid data. It is safe to say that millions of people throughout the
world are victims of this and other types of human rights violations. One
of the largest groups of people denied basic human rights is women.

In many places today women hold positions of power in both business
and politics. Numerous American companies such as Hewlett-Packard,
Pepsi, and Williams-Sonoma have female CEOs. Women also have high-
level positions in the governments of countries including Senegal,
Thailand, and the United Kingdom. Just fifty years ago, however, women
didn’t have the right to vote in many countries. There are still a few
countries that don’t offer equal voting rights to women.

Julie Bindel is a British journalist and the co-founder of Justice for
Women, an organization that works to stop the abuse of women
worldwide. She reveals, “Violence against women is an international



epidemic. It has been identified by the World Health Organization as a
grave health issue, affecting more people than HIV and AIDS.”4

Violent acts are committed against women all over the world every
day. In some countries, husbands have the legal right to beat or rape their
wives. Few women can leave the men who are mistreating them. Even if
divorce is allowed by law, poverty or social stigma may keep a woman
from leaving her abuser.

Many women in these situations did not choose the violent men to
whom they are married. Instead, their families picked their husbands for
them. In Pakistan, girls could be married off even before they reach
puberty. Their husbands are often cousins they have never met. What
happens if a woman falls in love with a man of her own choosing? In
Turkey, a male relative has the right to kill a female family member who
loves a person whom he considers an unsuitable choice.5

Even living in a country whose laws support human rights doesn’t
guarantee that those laws will be enforced. After a long history of
apartheid, South Africa adopted a new constitution in 1996. The
document’s preamble specifically states that the nation is establishing “a
society based on democratic values, social justice, and fundamental human
rights.”6 Nonetheless, the number of rapes committed in South Africa is
among the highest in the world.

Amnesty International is a leader in the fight for human rights on a
global scale. The organization educates people around the world about the
importance of human rights for everyone. Presently, the group is working
to advance the ratification of an international treaty for the rights of
women. It is called the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). The document has already
been ratified by almost all countries—187 out of 194.7



In some countries women and girls are treated like property, not people. Rasheeda Begum,
who lives in Pakistan, was just a year old when her father lost 10,000 rupees (166 US
dollars) in a poker game. Since he could not pay his debt, he promised Rasheeda’s hand in
marriage in place of the money. His opponent, a relative of the family, waited fifteen years to
collect on this promise. But he didn’t forget. In 2007, he made it clear that he expected
Rasheeda to marry him. Above, she and her mother, Nooran Begum, cry together as they
tell their story and ask for help in stopping this terrible custom that is still allowed in the
country.

Perhaps what is most surprising is that the United States is one of the
seven countries yet to ratify the treaty. The others are Iran, Somalia, South
Sudan, Sudan, and the Pacific Island nations of Palau and Tonga. In
addition to Amnesty International, numerous other organizations support
US ratification. They include the American Bar Association, The
Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, the NAACP, the
National Council of La Raza, National Education Association, and the
YWCA.8
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