
Speech	 of	 the	Head	 of	 the	Rafto	Prize	Committee,	 Lise	
Rakner

Dear Rafto laureate, ladies and gentlemen — dear friends!

It is a great honour for me to introduce this year´s Rafto 
price laureate, 

the	Polish	Ombudsman	for	Human	Rights,	Adam	Bodnar	
for	 the	 important	 stance	 he‐	 	 and	 the	 institution	 he	
leads	 ‐ have	 taken	 in	 defense	 	 of	minority	 rights	 and	
judicial	independence	in	Poland.

To guarantee fundamental human rights for all, it is 
necessary to uphold the independence of the judiciary, a free 
press, and an active civil society. The protection of the 
interests of minorities is a key democratic value. Democracy 
is fragile when it is reduced to the will of the majority and 
when human rights, minority rights and the rule of law are 
undermined. 

But across the world, in Brazil, Venezuela, Turkey, Poland, 
US, Hungary- we now see democracies eroding as political 
leaders with a slim majority behind them attempt to 
undermine the institutions holding power in check and 
protecting minorities.  

⦁ We witness politicians willing to belittle disabled 
people to score cheap points, 

⦁ we observe migrants stripped of all constitutional 
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protection and compassion. 
⦁ We watch as national minorities increasingly are 

ridiculed and harassed. 
⦁ Displaying a blatant backlash against hard fought 

rights, we learn that sexual minorities are no longer 
safe and women´s rights that we once thought secured 
for all future-  now are in play across both well 
established and new democracies. 

This is the essence of the political processes we now see 
unfolding: Groups and individuals are pitted against one 
another and the ones with the least ability to fight back 
become the target:  The ultimate aim is to win by creating a 
feeling of “US” against “THEM”.

I think that if we are honest with ourselves- we have all felt 
the intimacy created by being part of a large and cozy “WE”-  
defined and strengthened by an identified outsider-
“THEM” - the others that we can despise, belittle and quite 
possibly fear. 

This “cozy	we” take a very dangerous turn when people in 
power- the ones we have given the power to lead- tell us 
that yes- your hatred and your fear is ok – you are right to 
feel this way about Women wearing Niqab, Rom people, 
young black men in groups…Somali migrants in coffee 
shops, two men holding hands, orthodox Jews on their way 
to the Synagogue. And the list goes on…

This is where we must STOP- pause- and  take our que from 
Mark Twain, who once said:  Whenever	you	find	yourself	
on	the	side	of	the	majority,	it	is	time	to	reform,	to	pause	
and	reflect.
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This pause‐and	 reflect	 mechanism is provided us by 
democracy and the UN Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights.  Across the world, democratic constitutions have 
established control mechanisms and watchdogs institutions 
to remind us of one central norm underpinning democracy: 
The guarantee of protection of minority groups not 
embraced by the warm and cozy we. 

Today- we are honoring - and taking inspiration from -
someone who has shown the will and ability to fight for the 
rights of the ones that the majority rally against for reasons 
of political gain, religion, ideology or fear. As Poland’s 
Ombudsman for Human Rights, Adam Bodnar has 
highlighted the crucial role played by independent 
Ombudsman institutions in safeguarding human rights. He 
has called attention to the vulnerable position of migrants, 
national minorities, sexual minorities, disabled persons and 
women. 

As Commissioner, Bodnar works for human rights from the 
very local level to the national and international scene. 
Every month he visits to Polish provinces, meeting people 
facing challenges in relation to tenancy contracts, pension 
entitlements, and pollution in their neighborhoods. The 
ombudsman office provides legal assistance to migrants and 
insists that the constitution obliges the government to 
guarantee the rights of national and ethnic minorities. 

And importantly- Bodnar exposes how government policies 
contribute to increasing xenophobia and hate crimes against 
vulnerable groups.
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Some of you may wonder - why Poland? A democracy, an EU 
and Nato member??

The Rafto Prize for 2018 highlights the rolling back of 
democracy and human rights protections in Poland. The 
erosion of democracy in Poland is a symbol of an alarming 
tendency of human rights violations, attacks on the rule of 
law and minority rights that take place in our own region. 
The fight for the Universal declaration of Human Rights, for 
minority rights, and judicial independence is taking place 
right here and as we speak- and this is a fight we cannot 
afford to ignore- nor loose. The fact that democracy is 
eroding in our own part of the world reminds us how 
vulnerable we all are- and how dangerous the populist 
rhetoric that pits us against them are for all of us.

This prize - and this celebration-  is a reminder to us all that 
we are not alone in feeling worried and that we need to 
speak up in defence of democratic norms, judicial 
independence and minority protection. 

Adam Bodnar please accept our recognition for your 
important, timely and inspiring work to defend the rights of 
minorities and vulnerable groups at a time when –
increasingly-  democracy is diminished to the power of 
majority groups. 

I call on you to come to the podium and receive the 2018 
Thorolf Rafto Prize for Human Rights.
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