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			The Universal Declaration of Human Rights

			Key information

			
					When: the night of 10 December 1948, during the 183rd session of the United Nations (UN) General Assembly.

					Where: Palais de Chaillot, Paris.

					Context: the period following the Second World War and the creation of the UN.

					Key protagonists:	Eleanor Roosevelt, First Chair of the Drafting Committee and First Lady of the United States (1884-1962).

	René Cassin, French jurist and member of the Commission on Human Rights (1887-1976).




					Impact: the gradual creation of an international, regional and national judicial body with the aim of ensuring the respect of human rights and fundamental freedoms.

			

			Introduction

			On 10 December 1948, the United Nations General Assembly passed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This text itself, in force internationally, took on an incredible symbolic significance in a world that had just left behind the horrors of the Second World War (1939-1945). It recognised that each individual, due to the simple fact of being human, was entitled to a series of rights and fundamental freedoms that were considered inalienable and made all people equal to one another, whatever their nationality, religion, profession or ethnicity. Made up of 30 articles, the Declaration claimed to be a shield against oppression and tyranny.

			The recognition of these rights took a long time and was full of pitfalls. In a world where the law often prevailed over human dignity, human rights were not guaranteed. Ignored by absolutist monarchies, stifled by colonisers and the intense search for profit, and practically annihilated by the barbarism of dictators, human rights are the result of an unremitting fight, which lasted for centuries and which has cost the lives of thousands of individuals.

			It was only in the 20th century, faced with the atrocities perpetrated by totalitarian regimes, such as the planned extermination of millions of men and women in concentration camps, that the nations of the world became aware of the need to formally guarantee rights for all human beings. The UN took this mission upon itself by creating a Drafting Committee for the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1946. It took two years to finish this text, which granted nothing more or less than the equality of all the people in the world.

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			The 19th century: a changing world

			Although they had always been strived for, human rights made several major advances from the end of the 18th century. Many Enlightenment philosophers fought against dictatorial states, and the French Revolution of 1789 as well as the pronouncement of the first fundamental rights marked the peak of their fight. But the fight for the recognition of human rights was far from being over in Europe, as the continent was about to experience new inequalities in the 19th century.

			After major political upsets, important changes took place in the European economy. In the space of a few decades, various countries experienced the First Industrial Revolution with the increased use of iron, coal and steam engines (1830-1870) which, as well as causing an economic boom, noticeably modified the ways in which thousands of men and women lived. These people left the countryside and came to look for work in the many factories that were being built in towns. But work did not mean prosperity for the European population which, as a consequence of economic growth, doubled in just over 50 years. In this new world, in which capitalism and profit reigned supreme, wealth was concentrated in the hands of a few people, while those who provided the heavy labour on a daily basis lived in deplorable conditions. On the other end of the scale from the upper class, a new social class was formed: the proletariat, whose demands were embodied by socialism.

			In addition to these internal transformations, Europe’s economic and demographic surge forced it to continually search for food resources and raw materials, which it could no longer produce itself. The necessity of these resources and the need to reach new markets to sell their products sent European nations on a new wave of colonialism and imperialism. Following various expeditions, Africa and Asia were under Europe’s control. In 1884, the Berlin Conference officially ratified the new colonial borders, leaving open the possibility of a relentless exploitation of wealth and populations under the rule of European nations, with no regard for their freedom.

			The devastating effects of war

			As well as having a harmful impact on living conditions for the majority of the population, the incessant search for wealth ended up sowing discord among the nations. Economic and expansionist rivalries, alliances and aggravated nationalism pushed Europe to the brink of war. On 28 June 1914, the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), heir to the Austrian throne, in Sarajevo was the final straw. Due to the alliances between states (the Triple Alliance and the Triple Entente), this isolated incident in the Balkans plunged all of Europe into chaos.
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			Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand.

			However, in 1914, everyone believed that the war would be short-lived. This would not be the case. Stuck in a war in which no army managed to gain an advantage over another, the soldiers of the warring countries settled in for four years of trench warfare with dramatic consequences. Millions of men were turned into cannon fodder and were faced with the appearance of horrific new weapons, each one crueller than the last (such as flamethrowers and mustard gas). Within each state, as well as an economic crisis that threw ordinary citizens into poverty, public freedoms were seriously reduced out of fear of espionage. When the First World War ended on 11 November 1918, the death toll was between nine and ten million.

			Faced with the cruelty of this conflict, the victors hoped that it would be the war to end all wars. However, the 1919 Treaty of Versailles and its sanctions stigmatised and humiliated the defeated Germans, who carried the seeds of an ardent desire for revenge within them. As a result of the resentment of the past, but also of the socioeconomic consequences of the 1929 crisis, extremist movements such as fascism, Nazism and Stalinism emerged. On 1 September 1939, Nazi Germany, under Adolf Hitler (Führer of the Third Reich, 1889-1945), thrust the world into another world war. As well as the horrors of war, there was an outburst of racism towards certain communities. Jews, homosexuals, the Roma and many others were accused of all that was wrong with Germany and were subjected to continuous persecution, up to and including extermination in gas chambers in concentration camps. The end of the Second World War and its atrocities, which claimed more than 40 million victims, including 6 million Jews, encouraged people to put a definitive end to conflict by establishing sustainable peace and guaranteeing human rights.
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			Jewish prisoners pictured at the liberation of Buchenwald concentration camp, 16 April 1945.

			The United Nations

			In the wake of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, the victorious countries had already tried to implement an international organisation tasked with regulating relations between states and guaranteeing their collective security. The League of Nations came into force in 1920, but did not have sufficient means to intervene in the event of a conflict, meaning that it could not stop the outbreak of the Second World War. The failure of the League of Nations, however, served as a lesson to the future founders of the United Nations from 1941.

			The war had not yet finished when the Allies began to think about creating a new international organisation to secure peace between countries. The first people to set out the future principles of this new cooperation were Winston Churchill (British Prime Minister, 1874-1965) and Franklin D. Roosevelt (American president, 1882-1945), in the Atlantic Charter on 14 August 1941. The project was then expanded and completed during later meetings in which the Soviet Union and China also participated (the Moscow Conference in 1943; the Dumbarton Oaks Conference in 1944; the Yalta Conference in 1945). The United Nations Conference on International Organization, which took place in San Francisco beginning on 25 April 1945, would conclude the process. On 26 June, the Charter of the United Nations was signed by 50 founding member states – joined by Poland a few days later – and came into force on 24 October, putting an end to the League of Nations, whose dissolution was made official on 31 July 1947.

			Unlike the League of Nations, the UN had armed forces (the Blue Helmets) and sanctioning powers that allowed it to effectively fulfil its main object of maintaining peace. It was also made up of a General Assembly which brought together all the member states, a Security Council made up of five permanent members (the United States, the USSR, France, the United Kingdom and China) as well as ten non-permanent members, a Secretariat, an Economic and Social Council, an International Court of Justice and supplementary bodies such as the WHO, UNESCO and UNICEF.

			Even up until now, the UN can state that it has successfully ensured comprehensive global peace. However, this is not so much the case with more regionalised conflicts where the interests of different nations have often prevented any action from the organisation, particularly during the Cold War (1945-1990) between the US and the Soviet Union. But following the Second World War, the UN’s concerns were mainly centred on the recognition of the fundamental freedoms to which everyone was entitled. After several months, this work ended with new hope: the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

		


		
			Key protagonists

			Although here we only discuss two of the significant contributors to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, we should not forget that it was on the initiative of the whole international community. Additionally, the ideas that run through it can broadly be attributed to many philosophers and academics, such as John Locke (English philosopher, 1632-1704) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (French philosopher, 1712-1778), and had been handed down since the Age of Enlightenment. This declaration was also theirs.

			Eleanor Roosevelt
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			Picture of Eleanor Roosevelt, dating from 1933.

			Daughter of Elliot and Anne Roosevelt, Eleanor Roosevelt was born in New York on 11 October 1884. She was also the niece of Theodore Roosevelt (1858-1919), US president from 1901-1909. Her childhood was marked by the deaths of her mother in 1892 and her father two years later, leaving her an orphan at the age of just 10. Her grandmother therefore took charge of her education and sent her to a well-reputed school in London where she developed an evident interest for social causes.

			When she returned to New York, she met a distant cousin, Franklin D. Roosevelt, whom she married in 1905. Much like her husband, she was active in society, and spent much of her time working for educational and social causes. During the First World War, she even entered public service by working for the Red Cross. Nonetheless, her life was completely turned upside down in 1933 when her husband became President of the United States.

			Contrary to what was usually expected, Eleanor Roosevelt did not stay in her husband’s shadow. As First Lady, she did not hesitate to collaborate with the president and give her opinion on important economic and international topics. She thus actively participated in the implementation of the New Deal, the interventionist policy established to counter the consequences of the crisis of 1929. She was also interested in the status of women, the fate of black citizens, relations between the US and the Soviet Union and the entry of the United States into the war in 1941.

			In 1945, following the death of her husband, Eleanor Roosevelt initially thought that her public life was over. But this was far from the truth: President Harry S. Truman (1884-1972) nominated her as United States Representative to the UN General Assembly, as well as to the Economic and Social Council. Anxious that human dignity was respected, she was naturally drawn to the chairmanship of the Commission on Human Rights from 1946 to 1951, tasked with writing a universal declaration. Presiding over work sessions and debates, the former First Lady presented the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in a plenary session at the General Assembly on 10 December 1948, considering this her life’s work.

			Eleanor Roosevelt then continued her work as representative to the UN until 1953. Just as she had withdrawn from public life, she was called back by President John F. Kennedy (1917-1963) in 1961 to preside over the Presidential Commission on the Status of Women. She stayed in that role for less than a year and died of cancer on 7 November 1962 in New York. Six years later, she posthumously received the United Nations Prize in the Field of Human Rights.

			René Cassin

			The main drafter of the Declaration, René Cassin, was a French jurist and judge born in Bayonne to a Jewish family on 5 October 1887. After earning a law degree from the University of Aix-en-Provence in 1908, he continued his studies and became a law professor in Paris, then a barrister in 1914. When the war broke out, Cassin joined the army as a private. He was not left indifferent by the horrors of the war. Seriously wounded by machine gun fire, he would remain marked by the Great War, which led him to found the Union Fédérale, for former soldiers and disabled veterans.

			Once the war was over, Cassin returned to his career. Notably, he taught law in several universities in France, but above all represented his country for 18 years at the League of Nations. In June 1940, confronted with the rapid advance of Hitler’s troops, the jurist decided to join General Charles de Gaulle (French statesman, 1890-1970) in London and became his legal adviser, with the aim of organising the Resistance and preparing French post-war legislation.

			As vice-president then president of the Conseil d’État from 1944 to 1960, he became actively involved in international debates by participating in the foundation of UNESCO. In 1946, he was chosen to represent France at the Commission on Human Rights and joined the Drafting Committee for the Declaration. Cassin then became a key player in the Commission’s debates and wrote
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