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On 10 December 1950, Human Rights Day was created when a resolution was passed by the United Nations. The date is a high point in the calendar of the United Nations HQ in New York City, and is normally marked by both high-level political conferences and meetings by cultural events and exhibitions dealing with Human Rights issues.  Every five years the United Nations prize in the field of Human Rights and the Nobel Peace Prize are awarded at this time.  Many nations, civil and socially-orientated organisations use this day for special occasions, as has your Rabbi   It is very appropriate that at our post- Hanukah dinner which celebrates our own freedom a little earlier – 2000 years ago – should also talk about Human Rights. What is even more appropriate is that one of the outstanding individuals who had a very deep influence on the evolution of modern-thinking on Human Rights was a Jew, René Cassin,   born in 1887.   He was buried in Paris at Montparnasse in 1977.
Such was the respect given to this man that his remains were transferred in 1987 (can you imagine, 10 years later), from a grave at Montparnasse’s Jewish cemetery for a State Funeral.  It was a strange ceremony to witness. The Chief Rabbi of France, René Sirat and Rabbi Farhi were present; they said Kaddish for Cassin and other prayers   They then made circuits around the gun carriage on which the coffin rested, reciting psalms.
The gun carriage bearing the coffin then left the Jewish Cemetery, escorted by mounted Republican Guards - their swords glistening in the sunlight - and moved to the Quadrangle of Honour at Les Invalides.  The Minister of Defence, André Giraud, gave him full military honours there and made a speech about the Frenchman’s background and how he had been a companion during the 2nd World War to General de Gaulle in Free France, in England, and on the French radio, supporting all the French soldiers.  
The following day at Les Invalides,  the Prime Minister designate, Jacques Chirac, spoke of the French Revolution and all its ideals of Liberty.  A huge crowd gathered along the long route from Les Invalides to The Pantheon on both sides of the road.  Many of them were ex-servicemen, widows and orphans who had in one way or another benefited from Cassin’s fight for their interests, after both the First and Second World Wars. In the afternoon on this second day, the coffin was moved in a grand ceremony which took place there in the presence of Francois Mitterand, the President of France.   
Chirac spoke to the crowd on this momentous occasion when the gun carriage arrived at The Pantheon.  He said:-

“This Professor of hope was tenacious, uncompromising, modest; his virtues were those of a free man who was true to a certain idea of France and of human brotherhood.  This “soldier of human rights”, as he liked to be called, has left such an impression in his century with which no-one can compete.”
Cassin was also honoured on other occasions - for example, when he received the Nobel Prize in 1968,   the Chairman of the Nobel Committee made the following eulogy:-

“To the millions of people who live today in the darkness of oppression, this document was unknown. But a small light was lit, and the moral commandments contained in the Declaration, like those written on the tablets of Moses, will in the years to come play a forceful role in reforming the conscience of man and his understanding of what is right and wrong.“
René Cassin had some fascinating characters in his ancestry.  One of his ancestors fought for Napoleon against the Duke of Wellington in Spain, although he was defeated. After the War he received from Napoleon a Decoration for his bravery. Another, a doctor, had been wounded  and lived in Bayonne where Cassin was born. Cassin was very proud of his lineage, which seemed to have influenced him  in his adult life.
What René Cassin was like, and why he was so motivated by all these matters, is difficult to say.  But perhaps if we look back on his life a little we may get an inkling about his personality.  He had a conventional Jewish background at home with a Bar Mitzvah.  He came from a Sephardic family (Gomes and from a branch of the distinguished Dreyfus family. His brilliant academic career enabled him to develop many of these ideas at the different universities where he lectured.  

Before the First World War Cassin went to a Lycée and then studied Law at Aix-en-Provence. .  He became very experienced with technical treaties on contracts and inheritance, concepts of domicile, and inequality between men and women in civil legislation, writing endless articles, including those on Human Rights.  He was fortunate that his Grandfather won in a lottery 450,000 gold Francs, giving the family capital.
During the First World War he was seriously wounded in 1916 whilst fighting for France.  By a miracle, his Mother was one of the Field Nurses working not far from where he was stationed, and she begged the doctors to save his life.  He survived  but for the rest of his life he was in pain from these war wounds.  It was a miracle that he was able to achieve what he did in spite of this handicap. 

After the lst World War, Cassin went on to become Professor of Law at Lille University, and later went to Paris where he practised as a lawyer and taught at the University of Paris.   After the First World War he also campaigned successfully throughout France for pensions for the widows of war veterans and their children.    He became the President of an organisation for them and for ex-servicemen. One can see Cassin’s name on many streets throughout France evidencing gratitude for what he achieved.  He represented France at many international conferences, at the League of Nations and at the Disarmament Conference.  He tried very hard in drafting legal documents supporting various motions dealing with Human Rights, often in conflict with national interests.
When in 1939 France resolved, along with England, to lend assistance in the legitimate defence of Poland, the realisation burst on Cassin that “a conflict of awesome proportions was inevitable.”  General de Gaulle had moved to England and called on Frenchmen to join him.  Cassin was one of the first.
During World War 2 at the Headquarters of Free France in Carlton Terrace,  London, Cassin drafted countless legal documents relating to a new constitution for France.  He was himself deeply involved with de Gaulle and Churchill who acknowledged that de Gaulle represented Free France.  When de Gaulle went overseas Cassin was given the mandate to deal with many matters.  He made speeches on the radio for the troops.  Some of de Gaulle’s speeches were in fact drafted by Cassin.  
Meanwhile, in France, many Jewish organisations had collapsed.  However, the Alliance Israélite Universelle was one of the important Jewish organisations to survive outside France.  It was created in 1860, with schools in the Middle East and North Africa serving approximately 40,000 children.  There was deep concern for how they would be looked after.  Cassin was probably influenced by his Mother’s enthusiasm for the Alliance and he kept an eye on those schools which were in other countries not occupied by the Germans. When the War ended, de Gaulle asked him to become its new President. De Gaulle considered it his duty to help those Jews left alive to recreate their heritage, and fortunately Cassin accepted this great honour, among many other chairmanships of organisations who needed his help.  
Many people could not grasp his concepts of Human Rights for all people until much later, but Cassin was asked to participate in the United Nations in San Francisco in 1946.  Later he worked under Eleanor Roosevelt on the Human Rights Committee.  No-one quite knew how this would develop, but with the inspiration of Cassin and the others on the committee gradually there evolved a Declaration of Human Rights.  This Declaration was the maximum that could be achieved at that time, as opposed to an actual law or covenant; a declaration is of course a non-binding document, but it still has force in that it is a benchmark for the future.  After 100 sessions of his committee and of the General Assembly, Cassin was able with his skills in drafting to come out with 30 articles for this Declaration.  The Declaration was accepted in 1948 by 48 countries around the world without any opposition and only a few abstentions.   This was different to the Covenant of the League of Nations before the 2nd World War which had envisaged sponsoring only the protection of certain categories of men, national minorities and populations of territories controlled by other countries.  
When the Declaration was finally passed by the General Assembly, Cassin stated, “Now that we possess an instrument capable of lifting or easing the burden of oppression and injustice in the world, we must learn to use it”.  As corollaries to the right of every individual to life and to full participation in society, the Declaration of Human Rights incorporated in the list of rights The Right to Work, and a certain number of economic, social and cultural rights.
One of the great influences on Cassin in drawing up the Declaration was the blatant inability of most nations to protect their citizens.  There was a need for a supra-national body that could protect individuals, and to which individuals could turn if they could not have protection in their own countries or were deprived of the rights laid out in the Declaration.  It took many years after this for the more powerful Covenants of Human Rights to be established in different parts of the world.  Subsequently, the Human Rights Acts evolved in the UK and elsewhere.  The Declaration gave the inspiration for further implementation of their concepts that fortunately have now been accepted as benchmarks, and these are gradually succeeding – although there remain some countries that have still not accepted them.  We have seen how many wars have taken place since the Declaration was agreed at the United Nations: it is not easy to enforce something that people absolutely refuse to implement even if they have agreed to it previously.   But the disgrace of breaking the Declaration of Human Rights is a useful tool for Human Rights activists to highlight what can and should still be done.  
Cassin is known to many as the footman of Human Rights, an impression he left in his country and in his century. Like others who were buried in The Pantheon – Marie Curie (honoured for her contributions to science), author and statesman André Malraux (whose ashes were transferred on the 20th anniversary of his death), writer and Human Rights activist Victor Hugo, and Jean Monnet (who created the concept of the European Union) – so René Cassin too was recognised by everyone as this outstanding foot soldier who fought for the defence of us all.  
Summing up what kind of man Cassin was is not easy.  Firstly, I believe he was absolutely not a pacifist. Neither was he a politician in the conventional sense – but he did know how to bring people of different political parties and nations together.  It was this skill that made him stand out as a particularly remarkable politician without having any political affiliation.  He was modest  but possessed an iron will; he had incredible perseverance, as could be seen in his determination to avoid political decisions that had the potential to destroy his ideas.  He was looking for goodwill at all times.  He wanted a new way for humanity, for all humans’ sake, to try to push mankind together not only for the better but for the sake also of self-preservation.  
One of Cassin’s very moving comments was, 

“How is it that, once victory took form and the horrible spectacle of the extermination camps was revealed, we could have shamelessly broken the promises made to the peoples in those years of ordeal?”
Interestingly enough, he also believed that the problems of the rights of a State to dispose of inheritances left by individuals was not correct.  He highlighted the International Labour Organisation as an example of the only agency with a broad mandate, but it was limited of course to the protection of the rights of workers only.  Here, in his Declaration, he was trying to encompass all human activity.  He was also keen to bring in the influences of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in slightly broadening the possibility for private individuals to have access and appeal to agencies enforcing the later covenant concerned with civil and political rights.  His enthusiasm for NGOs was one of the deep influences which I recollect, although he was already 87 years old when I met him!

Personal Reflections
When I was a young man in my 20’s, Cassin was also Chairman of the Consultative Council of Jewish Organisations (CCJO), the function of which is to ‘encourage the recognition of human rights for all people and to ensure the input of the Jewish ethical tradition in the development of international human rights law’. In my capacity as a member of his Board, I learnt to understand a little of the complexity of what he was working on, and which we tried to cooperate with.  I am a member and currently President of the Consultative Council of Jewish Organisations.  The organisation was a coalition of the Alliance Israélite Universelle (AIU), Anglo-Jewish Association (AJA) and the American Jewish Committee (AJC) when it was created.  
When I was first involved, we used to hold meetings, mainly in Paris, where we would exchange information on all subjects relating to the persecution of different people – especially Jews – and would debate what could be done.  At one such meeting I was asked to prepare a report on the persecution of Jews in the Soviet Union, and worked quite hard to get all the information together to make a reasonable argument on the subject.  After I had spoken, René Cassin approached me and said, “Young man, I want you to accompany me to meetings at the United Nations.  I liked your speech very much.”

I was quite relieved, and of course a little flattered – but not as much as when, during that same evening, we were all invited to dinner at Baron Edmond de Rothschild’s wonderful apartment in Avenue Hoche.  It was arranged that I should sit next to René Cassin on one side and Edmond de Rothschild on the other.  My wife was seated next to the Baron.  When we came back to London, I said to my wife, “My speech must have made an impact, for me to be given such a great honour!”
Shortly afterwards I was instructed to go to Brussels to the ‘Committee for Human Rights in the Soviet Union’ with René Cassin.  This was in 1970.  He was chairing this huge conference to highlight the iniquity of the lack of freedom of minority groups in the Soviet Union.  Cassin made it clear that the conference was not to attack the Soviet Union, but rather to appeal to them to try to improve the image of the Soviet Union worldwide.  It seemed a difficult if not hopeless task, especially as we appealed for Russian Jews to be allowed to leave their country and go where they felt they could live in freedom and worship as they pleased.  But remarkably, only a few months later 30,000 Jews were allowed to leave and emigrated to Israel and the United States.
At this conference it was very fortunate that during my speech I was suddenly given a fax from the Board of Deputies in London stating that Vladimir Bukovsky, who had just been on trial in Moscow, was about to be sentenced.  He was later sentenced to 7 years penal servitude.  In this final speech which he was invited to give,  he made a very strong appeal for the future of Russia and this was deeply moving.  I was able to read his speech out aloud – apparently much to the annoyance of the authorities in Moscow.   Remarkably,  the speech which I made, together with the appeal by Bukovsky, were beamed to every European country in the Soviet Union for one week by Liberty Radio, an American-based radio station.  This had an impact in many places.  Even more moving still, though, was that my speech was heard in far-away Georgia.  Two years later I met in Israel some immigrants from there and now living in Israel who had heard my speech.  Incredibly, because of that one appeal on a radio broadcast they hugged me and wept; it was a deeply moving experience, and showed me that sometimes the initiative and vision of a great lawyer can have major positive consequences larger than one could ever have imagined.  The Georgian immigrants to Israel told me that my speech had given them hope that one day they could leave the Soviet Union; they were so touched that unknown people  were able to stand up for oppression. 
Apart from this event, I met with Cassin in Paris for discussions on other topics, such as the problem of Jews in different parts of the Arab world: What should be done, what was the solution – especially as the Alliance Israélite Universelle where he had remained Chairman had schools in many countries at that time: North Africa, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Israel.  In fact, there were over 40,000 students, all focused on French education.  The work which they were doing was remarkable and remains so today.   
This year marks the 150th anniversary of the Alliance.  The situation was extremely delicate for them at this time in view of the conflict with Israel and the Arab countries, but the schools were not harmed.  If anything, they were very well protected by the authorities in all those countries.  In some countries the Headmaster had to be a Moslem, but this was only a nominal thing; the Deputy Headmaster would carry on with the work at the school!
René Cassin was very interested in many of these details.  He was a precise man, and hated sloppy quotations from different international laws and statutes.  I remember at one of our meetings there were several former prime ministers of France who happened to be Jewish, sitting on the side of the French.  Among them were Jules Moch and Pierre Mendès France.  We on our side were a good team.  When he was speaking, one of the former prime ministers quoted incorrectly from a French statute, and René Cassin jumped to his feet and severely reprimanded the speaker!  It was quite amusing to see this, but the former prime minister took it in good cheer and apologised like a schoolboy most sincerely for his inaccuracy.  This satisfied the 90-year-old Cassin!
One of the problems for us as English people was that, as a French lawyer Cassin spoke at great length; sometimes the meetings were exceptionally long because in our own precise language we could have said the same thing in a shorter time.  It was not easy to sit there and listen patiently, hour after hour to explanations of some of the different Human Rights activities which we already knew about.
Despite this Cassin’s achievements are more than most of us can achieve in our lifetime.  After the Second World War he became president of France's highest administrative court, the Council of State (Conseil d'Etat).  He was a delegate to the United Nations Commission on Inquiry into War Crimes  from 1943 to 1945, as well as Chairman in 1944 of the Legislative Committee for the Consultative Assembly, set up as part of the government-in-exile in Algiers in 1943.  Internationally, he helped found the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1944, and was a French delegate there from 1945 to 1952.  
His achievements were remarkable, to say the least.  He himself once said, “…it is the tireless determination of a  fiery man to rise to an ideal for which he is capable of giving his life, even if he does not reach it, for the salvation of the living and for generations to come.”
What can I conclude with?  
To me, René Cassin, with modesty, determination and perseverance,  shaped a new way of thinking of humanity, of a human condition.  He created an extraordinary movement which pushed  mankind to come together for the better, for the sake of self-preservation.  He was the human of Human Rights; the man of the Rights of Man.  He would today be disappointed at how many countries have still been involved in warfare, or do not honour the Declaration.  But he would, I think, be satisfied to see that from the Declaration, the covenants of Human Rights in Africa, America,  Europe and elsewhere have evolved; that subsequently national Human Rights acts have appeared.  Everyone must strive more and more to reduce areas of conflict and poverty wherever possible, and highlight the importance of the individual as well as that of the State.  Even in Russia today, the State accepts that it is not only their function to look after the Human Rights of their citizens; the citizens also have some rights beyond the State.  In China this is of course not recognised by the State, but if the Chinese want to avoid internal or external conflicts they will need to change.

Cassin was the human of Human Rights; the man of the Rights of Man.  It is appropriate today to speak of him as one of the defenders who acted to end discrimination – the theme of this year’s Human Rights Day.
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