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I. CURRENT SITUATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS AROUND THE 

WORLD          

Compared with the immediate post-World War II period up to the 90's, we 

could say there has been dramatic progress in civil and political rights and 

economic, social and cultural rights, the two fundamental pillars of all human 

rights.  

Colonialism and apartheid were obviously two of the worst manifestations 

of individual and collective abuses – of gross, systematic and systemic abuse 

of human rights. But sadly and tragically, freedom from colonial rule didn't 

mean necessarily freedom from oppression. In fact, in too many instances, 

there were greater human rights abuses in the years after independence than 

during the colonial era.  

Too many peoples in Asia, Africa and Latin America who were freed from 

colonial rule, became victims of the new tyrants with different skin colours 

and different masks. In Asia, for example, from the early 1950's until the late 

1980's, we saw horrendous human rights situations in China, Cambodia, 

Indonesia, South Korea, Bangladesh, and Burma. We saw brutal violence in 

many parts of Africa – despotic regimes in Uganda, Congo, and the Central 

African Empire being just a few examples. In Latin America, there were only 

one or two bright spots during that whole period.  

                                                 
*  His Excellency José Ramos-Horta is the former President of East Timor, 1996 Nobel 

Peace Prize Laureate, and current United Nations special Envoy to Guinea-Bissau. This 

article has been adapted from a question and answer format. 
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Even in Europe, by 1974, there were two old dictatorships in the Iberian 

Peninsula. And let us not forget the oppressed peoples of Central and Eastern 

Europe, the Baltic States, as well as the Russian prison gulags and the labour 

camps of Siberia.  

So I would say that overall, the human rights situation in the world today, 

viewed from the perspective of the two main international human rights 

conventions, has improved significantly.  

 

II.  CURRENT SITUATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS IN ASIA                                                                                             

Asia has some of the oldest and largest democracies, India and Japan, and 

many new ones – quite dynamic in fact – but sometimes these are “corrupt 

democracies”, or "vote buying democracies". And yet, they are still better 

than the tyrannies of the past. 

Much credit is given to Poland for inspiring the democracy movement 

around the world in the late 80's and early 1990's; rightly so. But there's not 

enough recognition of role of the peaceful "People's Power Movement" in the 

Philippines that overthrew the Marcos dictatorship. This predated by 10 years 

"Perestroika" in the-then Soviet Union and the freedom movements in 

Central and Eastern Europe.  

Indonesia, Timor-Leste, and the Philippines, are among Asia's newest and 

most vibrant democracies where rule of law and freedom of expression, are 

taking roots. Asian democracies are still imperfect democracies, but we have 

made tremendous progress.  

But we must also recognise and be ashamed of the reality that Asia still 

has the largest numbers of totalitarian regimes, the worst and most dangerous 

being the North Korea. We also continue to have a number of absolutist 



Volume 1] ASIAN JOURNAL OF LEGAL STUDIES 17 

monarchies and the largest numbers of people living in slavery. Asia has also 

the largest number of discriminated and excluded minorities, whether they 

are the Rohingya in Myanmar or the so-called untouchables in India, with 

very little or no protection at all from the State.  

The death penalty prevails in almost all of Asia which, in my view, should 

not exist in the 21st Century. I am proud to say that Timor-Leste stands out 

in this regard – we have no death penalty and the maximum prison sentence 

is 25 years; we do not have life imprisonment.  

 

III. THE LARGEST THREAT TO HUMAN RIGHTS IN ASIA 

The most serious and most dangerous of all is by far the situation in North 

Korea, a despotic regime of the type of Stalin and the Khmer Rouge, with a 

standing army of more than 1,000,000 (one million) and nuclear weapons. 

And the threat is not only to their own people, but also to peace and security 

in the entire region. 

Militarization and nuclearization, extreme poverty living side by side with 

extreme opulence, environmental destruction, exhaustion of land and water 

to sustain the lives of 4 billion people who live in a crowded region; ethnic 

and religious tensions and conflict; border claims and counter-claims; 

prejudices, discrimination and exclusion of ethnic and religious communities. 

These are the real threats to human rights in Asia. 

 

IV. THE SITUATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS IN ASIA IN TEN 

YEARS 

There can be progress in addressing problems of discrimination and 

exclusion in India; there can be progress towards building sustainable peace 

and a harmonious plural society in Myanmar; there can be a final resolution 
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of the separatist conflicts in Southern Philippines and Southern Thailand; 

there can be more equality, less poverty, and greater rule of law. China can 

evolve peacefully towards a state founded on the Rule of Law.  

But achieving this progress will require stronger engagement, enlightened 

leadership, and a people's movement throughout Asia that demands change 

and responsibility from their leaders; this will require leaders with vision and 

humility who accept the very human condition that no one has a monopoly 

on truth and knowledge; that those in power show the true qualities of 

leadership – humility and compassion, integrity and vision – and descend 

from their pedestals and embrace the vast majority of society that have been 

excluded from good fortune. 

 

V. ARE HUMAN RIGHTS CULTURALLY RELATIVE? 

This is utter nonsense and offensive to Asians. My answer is simple: the 

life of an Asian is as precious as the life of an European; an Asian and an 

European feel the same about torture; torture is abhorrent for anyone, 

regardless of his/her skin color; both feel the same about being imprisoned 

without due process of law.  

 

VI. THE CONNECTION BETWEEN HUMAN RIGHTS AND 

DEMOCRACY 

Democracy and Rule of Law are pre-conditions for true respect for human 

rights. Democracy and the Rule of Law are suppressed in authoritarian and 

totalitarian States. So the attainment of the full dimension of human rights is 

possible only in fully functioning democracies with a strong, independent 

judiciary. 
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VII. IS THERE A LINK BETWEEN SUSTAINABLE 

DEVELOPMENT1 AND HUMAN RIGHTS? 

Only equitable and sustainable development can provide for the full 

enjoyment of fundamental human rights. We can see in almost all of Asia and 

elsewhere that rapid growth and industrialization have not translated into 

equitable distribution of wealth and eradication of extreme poverty. Quite the 

contrary, it has deepened the divide between rich and poor. Asia is now one 

of the most unequal regions of the world. The problem is not only one of 

income, but also inequality of opportunity, including access to basic services 

such as education and health. At the same time, environmental damage 

caused by obsessive growth and industrialization has taken land from rural 

farming and contaminated water, the livelihood of the poor. Such inequalities 

are unsustainable and can bring a whole society down. They can fuel social 

tensions and upheaval, and also lead to a rise in criminality.  

What are human rights after all, besides being able to vote and be elected, 

besides being able to freely express one's opinions? Human rights must entail 

also rights such as freedom from extreme poverty; access to education, 

health, clean water and a clean environment. 

 

VIII. IS THERE A RESPONSIBILITY FOR NATIONS TO SPEAK 

OUT AND PROTECT HUMAN RIGHTS?2 

When we fight for democracy and human rights we do fight based on our 

                                                 
1  See José Ramos-Horta, ‘Asia Should Lead in Sustainable Development’ (Huffington 

Post, 26 June 2012) <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jose-ramoshorta/asia-sustainable-

development_b_1628274.html> accessed 31 October 2013. 
2  His Excellency mentioned, in his interview with Sir David Frost, the difficulties of 

convincing nations to speak out against abuses of human rights when stability was a 
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beliefs, convictions and commitments, but we must also fight with 

intelligence, wisdom, patience, and serenity. Sometimes we must ask 

ourselves, what is the best way to achieve results? Quiet diplomacy, dialogue, 

engagement with the perpetrators of human rights violations? Or we chose 

public denunciation, confrontation, sanctions? There are no prescribed 

solutions for every situation. We must opt for strategies that are best for each 

situation, always bearing in mind, that what we want is to save people from 

prison, torture and the firing squad, and to lift people from misery. Human 

life must be at the center of our concern and in this regard we must ask 

always, how can we rescue individuals or entire communities from violence, 

fear and torture, from prison and possible death?  

 

IX. USE OF DIPLOMACY, PEACEFUL RESISTANCE, AND 

NEGOTIATING, AS TACTICS TO SECURE HUMAN RIGHTS: 

ONLY OR PREDOMINATE WAY?3 

I favor dialogue and engagement in dealing with situations of human rights 

abuses. But this does not mean there are no alternatives that might be more 

effective. In the case of the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, the only means 

possible to prevent the genocide from even starting would have been early 

warning, preventive action, including early direct military intervention.  

There have been instances of military intervention that have ended a 

tyranny and saved lives. An example is the Vietnamese intervention in 

Cambodia that put an end to the Khmer Rouge regime. Maybe this should 

                                                 
major concern. See The Frost Interview, ‘Jose Ramos-Horta: Lessons in patience’ (Al 

Jazeera, 1 December 2012) 

<http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/frostinterview/2012/11/201211281120283412

00.html> accessed 31 October 2013. 
3  See ibid.  
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have occurred much, much earlier! There was also the case in 1979 of 

Tanzania's intervention in Uganda that put an end to the murderous regime 

of Idi Amin. But such military interventions are risky and should not be the 

norm. 

 

X. IS THERE A RESPONSIBILITY FOR LEGAL PROFESSIONALS 

AND LAW STUDENTS TO SPEAK OUT FOR HUMAN 

RIGHTS? IF SO, HOW SHOULD THEY DO THAT? 

I would say, yes, speak out, join your voices with those in your country 

and in the region, but always do so with a great deal of thought and enquiry; 

resist demagogy and bias; be objective and be very strict in your research. I 

have greatest respect for Amnesty International, they do have great 

credibility, because they are extremely meticulous in their information 

gathering and research; their reports are unassailable and every regime reads 

them. So learn from AI, look for a chance to do an internship or training with 

them. Human Rights Watch is another such effective and credible 

organization from whom you can take guidance.  

 

XI. EXPERIENCE SERVING AS THE UNITED NATIONS ENVOY 

TO GUINEA-BISSAU  

The UN Secretary-General does care greatly about the situation in Guinea-

Bissau and I am often impressed about his familiarity with the details of the 

problem. How he manages to read and absorb so much detailed information 

on every problem-country in the world is truly amazing.  

Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon trusted me to help bring about lasting 

peace and rule of law in that unfortunate country and I am doing my best with 

the modest wisdom God gave me. God was not too generous when He 
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decided how much intelligence I should have. But my modest wisdom is 

compensated by experience and common sense and support from all 

involved.  

However, like in every situation, the UN does not and cannot substitute 

for national ownership and leadership. National actors, political leaders, civil 

society actors, military leaders, religious leaders, in any given country must 

accept their own responsibilities. The UN can advise, guide and sometimes 

put gentle pressure, sometimes firm pressure, but in the end, lasting peace 

must come from the hearts and minds of the people themselves.  

 

XII. CONCLUSION 

Asia lags behind every region of the world in rule of law, human rights 

and democracy, freedom of press; torture and degrading prison conditions, 

arbitrary arrest, death penalty; extreme poverty and corruption are all too 

pervasive in Asia.  

But Asia has also made dramatic improvements in lifting tens of millions 

of people from extreme poverty and many more millions will leave the 

poverty trap in the next decade if governments of the region will invest more 

in basic health care and education, in rural development and food security, 

sustainable development and in environment restoration and preservation.  

Asians can marshal an Asian Fund for Sustainable Development and 

Prosperity to the tune of at least $1 trillion for the next 30 years to invest in 

education, health, sustainable agriculture, science and technology. Asians 

must return to Mother Earth what was destroyed in the last 50 years - by 

replenishing our forests, planting millions of trees in every country, cleaning 

up lakes and rivers, and invest in recover our precious corals, fish stock.  

What good will be human rights and democracy if we destroy the very 
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land we live in?  

 

 
* * * 

 


