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December	  10	  marks	  the	  67th	  anniversary	  of	  the	  Universal	  Declaration	  of	  Human	  Rights.	  An	  ambitious	  
document,	  the	  Declaration	  gave	  the	  world	  a	  set	  of	  benchmarks	  for	  recognizing	  and	  protecting	  the	  “equal	  
and	  inalienable	  rights	  of	  all	  members	  of	  the	  human	  family.”	  	  The	  responsibility	  for	  respecting	  these	  rights	  
lies	  with	  our	  governments	  and	  institutions…and	  with	  us.	  	  Maintaining	  these	  rights	  as	  the	  foundation	  for	  
our	  shared	  humanity	  is	  even	  more	  critical	  today,	  when	  persisting	  violations	  and	  new	  threats	  risk	  
upending	  the	  progress	  we’ve	  made.	  Though	  we	  ourselves	  may	  not	  be	  victims	  of	  human	  rights,	  our	  
commitment	  to	  those	  in	  need	  must	  not	  wane.	  In	  this	  period	  of	  devastating	  headlines	  and	  increasing	  
insecurity,	  I	  wanted	  to	  share	  a	  few	  techniques	  for	  keeping	  the	  spirit	  of	  the	  Declaration	  alive	  in	  our	  daily	  
lives,	  combat	  “compassion	  fatigue”,	  and	  inspire	  continued	  vigilance.	  	  
	  
Remember	  that	  borders	  are	  artificial	  and	  that	  distances	  are	  relative.	  Rather	  than	  giving	  a	  myopic	  view,	  
generalization	  can	  connect	  us	  to	  suffering	  others	  through	  the	  act	  of	  substitution.	  This	  structural	  affinity	  
can	  be	  achieved	  if	  we	  view	  “practical	  problems	  abstractly	  as	  well	  as	  concretely”	  in	  the	  words	  of	  
philosopher	  Bertrand	  Russell.	  This	  means	  viewing	  human	  rights	  victims	  as	  fathers,	  mothers,	  children,	  
aunts,	  and	  uncles	  rather	  than	  as	  individuals	  with	  X	  nationality	  living	  in	  Y	  region	  #	  of	  km	  away.	  	  
	  
As	  a	  complementary	  step,	  insert	  a	  familiar	  face	  on	  your	  abstraction,	  to	  bring	  home	  the	  change	  in	  
emotions	  you’d	  feel	  if	  the	  sufferer	  were	  your	  relative,	  neighbor,	  kinsman,	  or	  fellow	  citizen.	  This	  disruptive	  
technique	  to	  our	  daily	  complacency	  was	  put	  to	  great	  effect	  by	  Save	  the	  Children	  in	  a	  video	  that	  captured	  a	  
girl’s	  happy	  life	  in	  Britain	  only	  to	  then	  transport	  her	  to	  the	  Syrian	  context.	  A	  universal	  “human	  family”	  
should	  take	  care	  of	  its	  own.	  
	  
Another	  thought	  exercise	  involves	  looking	  at	  one’s	  personal	  history.	  It	  is	  a	  rare	  and	  lucky	  family	  that	  can	  
boast	  of	  having	  lived	  through	  neither	  upheaval	  nor	  war.	  While	  each	  narrative	  may	  belong	  to	  us	  and	  
involve	  a	  particular	  context	  or	  time	  period,	  there	  is	  the	  shared	  experience	  of	  insecurity,	  loss,	  neglect,	  as	  
well	  as	  rebirth	  and	  rejuvenation.	  	  As	  the	  name	  of	  the	  popular	  USA	  organization	  suggests,	  “Facing	  History	  
and	  Ourselves”	  means	  acknowledging	  the	  continuities	  of	  human	  rights	  violations	  that	  connect	  us,	  rather	  
than	  divide.	  	  	  
	  
Finally,	  with	  the	  refugee	  crisis,	  the	  geopolitical	  situations	  of	  Africa	  and	  the	  Middle	  East	  have	  landed	  on	  
our	  doorstep.	  Situations	  that	  have	  at	  their	  root	  grave	  and	  systematic	  violations	  of	  human	  rights.	  The	  
arriving	  refugees	  may	  be	  survivors	  but	  they	  are	  also	  ambassadors	  to	  conflicts	  and	  disasters	  that	  are	  
reduced	  to	  mere	  headlines	  in	  the	  newspapers.	  Learn	  the	  origins	  of	  the	  local	  refugees	  and	  better	  
understand	  the	  series	  of	  events	  that	  led	  an	  individual	  to	  leave	  a	  homeland,	  livelihood,	  family,	  and	  their	  
history.	  They	  will	  celebrate	  the	  winter’s	  festivities	  in	  the	  relative	  safety	  of	  their	  host	  countries.	  But	  
passing	  the	  winter	  solstice	  here	  should	  not	  mean	  embracing	  the	  cold	  arms	  of	  strangers.	  
	  
Distance	  is	  not	  destiny,	  certainly	  not	  for	  a	  declaration	  of	  human	  rights	  that	  was	  designated	  as	  “universal”.	  
That	  the	  anniversary	  coincides	  with	  a	  period	  of	  giving	  and	  reflection	  is	  no	  cosmic	  accident.	  Indeed,	  the	  
Universal	  Declaration	  of	  Human	  Rights	  comes	  at	  the	  appropriate	  season	  to	  remind	  us	  of	  our	  highest	  
expectations	  of	  ourselves.	  And	  our	  hopes	  for	  bridging	  physical	  and	  emotional	  distance	  to	  connect	  with	  all	  
the	  “members	  of	  the	  human	  family.”	  	  	  
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