
 

Stockholm Human Rights Award Ceremony - 30 November 2010 

 

Honored Laureate, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

I am very proud and extremely honored to have the privilege, on behalf of the 

International Legal Assistance Consortium, the International Bar Association, 

and The Swedish Bar Association of presenting the Stockholm Human Rights 

Award 2010 to Her Excellency Ms. Navanethem Pillay.  

 

Ms. Pillay has made an outstanding contribution to the promotion of the rule of 

law and human rights, first in her home country South Africa followed by many 

years as a participant in various highly prestigious international fora. Since 2008 

she is currently holding one of the most prestigious, important and difficult 

offices conceivable as the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.  

 

In many parts of the globe human suffering is widespread. Serious violations of 

human rights and international humanitarian law is taking place not only in 

Sudan, Congo or Sri Lanka but also in innumerable other places. It is of course 

highly deplorable that in today's world those struggling to defend the victims of 

human right violations are also being made subject to illegitimate persecution. A 

case in point is the treatment of Iranian lawyers who seek to defend persons 

subjected to the horrible consequences of transgressing the rules laid down by 

religious tyrants exercising medieval cruelty.  The deplorable human rights 

situation in China is only too well demonstrated by the treatment of this year's 

Nobel Peace Price Laureate, the Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo. In other 

countries illegal disappearances or kidnappings, torture, racism belong to the 

order of the day.  It is saddening that instances of such nature can today take 

place in Western countries considered to be leading democracies.  The “Black 



 

sites” and the interrogation methods at the Guantanamo prison camps have been 

widely off the mark.  

 

Even though the number of democracies has increased and one also can argue 

that the human rights situation in the world has gradually improved over time, a 

simple reality check will produce a deplorable awakening. Human rights issues 

have very concrete actuality. Human rights require constant attention and 

forceful defense. Hence the function of the UN High Commissioner is utterly 

and painfully important. The world is fortunate in having in that office the 

eminent person on whom this years Human Rights Award has been bestowed, 

Ms. Navanethem Pillay.  

 

Being the daughter of a bus driver from a poor Indian section of Durban Ms. 

Pillay graduated from Natal University in South Africa. She is holding a 

Bachelor of arts and a Bachelor of law. Ms. Pillay took also a Master of Laws 

and a doctorate in judicial science from Harvard University. It was at Harvard 

that her interest for human rights came to the fore. At least if you read the 

Harvard Bulletin. Lawyers do carry a special responsibility in protecting the rule 

of law and human rights. That responsibility has Navanethem Pillay taken by 

advocating the rule of law and human rights with dignity and respect through 

her whole career. 

 

She was the first woman of color to start a law practice in Natal in 1967. She 

acted as a defense attorney for anti-apartheid activists, exposing torture and 

helping for 28 years to establishing key rights for prisoners on Robben Island 

including Nelson Mandela. During this time she, as a colored lawyer was never 

allowed to set foot in a judge’s chamber. But in 1995 that changed profoundly 

when upon Nelson Mandela's nomination she was appointed the first nonwhite 

acting Judge of the High Court.  



 

 

She was among many other things co – founder of the Advice Desk for the 

Abused and ran a shelter for victims of domestic violence. As a member of the 

women National Coalition she contributed to the inclusion in South Africas 

Constitution of an equality clause prohibiting discrimination on the grounds of 

race, religion and sexual orientation. She is also a co – founder of Equality Now, 

an international women´s rights organization based in New York. 

 

Judge Pillay served from 1995 during 8 and a half years on the International 

Tribunal for Rwanda, from 1999 as its president. As you know this tribunal 

developed groundbreaking jurisprudence in many fields. She was one of three 

judges convicting the first person ever to be convicted of genocide in an 

international court - Mr. Jean Paul Akayesu. In this case the court held that rape 

was a crime against humanity and constituted genocide when intended to 

destroy a targeted group. It is widely known that it was Ms. Pillay who 

articulated and shaped the arguments, which brought about this development. 

She stated after the verdict that rape has always been regarded as spoils of war. 

Now it is a war crime, no longer a trophy. 

 

From 1999 – 2003 she was also one of 18 judges in the International Criminal 

Court in the Hague.  

 

Ms. Pillay is the recipient of many distinguished awards. She has been awarded 

numerous honorary degrees from well-reputed universities. It is notable that 

Forbes Magazine in last year ranked her among the 64 most powerful women in 

the world.   

  ---------------------------------- 



 

Ms. Pillay you are not only powerful but more importantly you have earned that 

power through your deeply impressive work from the very young girl in Durban 

through school and universities, by acting as a lawyer representing those in dire 

need of an attorney to various high positions as judge. We are all very proud that 

the UN appointed you High Commissioner for Human rights. In considering 

suitable candidates for the award that was last year bestowed upon another great 

South African judge, Richard Goldstone, we could find none more worthy a 

recipient than you.  

 

By selecting Justice Goldstone as the first recipient of this award we did set a 

very high standard for future laureates. By presenting this years award to you – 

Richard Goldstone is no longer alone serving as a role model for the selection of 

future candidates for the prize. And I know he is very proud of his company.  

 

Please Your Excellency, can I ask you to come up and receive the award. 

 

Anne Ramberg 

Secretary General of the Swedish Bar Association 


