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Democracy is one of the core values of the United Nations.   Democratic principles respecting 

human rights and supporting fundamental political freedoms and periodic genuine elections by 

universal suffrage are enshrined in United Nations conventions.   

Today’s review of the UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS is the first in a 

year-long series of monthly reviews of United Nations human rights conventions.  All of the 

reviews will be written by a team of  league members  from across the country who are inspired 

by the League’s history of human rights advocacy and motivated to start a fresh dialogue about 

the impact these historical UN conventions have today on the League’s principle of Empowering 

Voters -Defending Democracy.   

  

The UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS (UDHR) is the first United Nations 

convention to set forth aspirational goals for universal and inalienable rights and freedoms 

afforded to human beings.  http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/   It is 

almost impossible to overstate the importance of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  It 

is one of the most impactful documents ever written, and women took a leading role in drafting 

the convention.  The convention was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 

December 10, 1948.  This day is celebrated yearly as Human Rights Day.   

Our review begins with a little history.  The year was 1948. In the aftermath of the atrocity of 

WWII the world was divided into Eastern and Western blocks.  The newly chartered United 

Nations had the mandate to maintain world peace through democracy initiatives-a monumental 

task.   So it directed a delegation of diplomats, jurists and philosophers to draft the world’s first 

human rights treaty.  The drafting committee, known as the UN Human Rights Commission (the 

Commission), was chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt, the Former First Lady of the United States and 

an outspoken advocate for human rights and freedoms.  She lobbied for the adoption of values 

http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/


and rights that transcended national agendas and promised human rights for all people across all 

borders.  She was posthumously awarded the UN Human Rights Prize for her contributions.  The 

other committee members, all men, heralded from Australia, Canada, Chile, France, Great 

Britain, India, Lebanon, Republic of China and the USSR.  They were soldiers and diplomats, 

philosophers and jurists, trade unionist and educators. They championed human rights and 

pursued their mandate by all reasonable measures, including robust debates based on Confucius 

doctrine and the philosophy of Thomas Aquinas.   

Women diplomats and delegates also toiled with conviction to ensure that the final words in the 

UDHR had lasting relevance and flexibility to cover the rights of all human beings.  These 

women realized that the actual words in the final formal document would matter.  Some of the 

contributions of these talented wordsmiths include:  Minerva Bernardino from the Dominican 

Republic (diplomat) who convinced the committee to amend the Preamble to include the words 

that claimed the UN reaffirmed its faith in …”the equal rights of men and women…”  not just 

men;  Hansa Mehta from India who, over the advice of Mrs. Roosevelt, secured consent of the 

drafters to change the words in Article 1 from “All men are born free…” to read “All human 

beings are born free…” ; Marie-Helene Lefaucheux from France advocated for inclusion of 

language in Article 2 that afforded human rights freedoms regardless of sex, race, color, and 

many other distinctions;  Begum Shaista Ikramullah from Pakistan (diplomat) championed the 

language in Article 16 that addressed the nature of the family and the equal rights of partners 

before, during and after the dissolution of marriage;   Evdokia Uralova (Byelorussia) advocated 

for inclusion of Article 23 that included the inspirational words that “Everyone, without any 

discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work.”   

https://www.un.org/en/events/humanrightsday/women-who-shaped-the-universal-

declaration.shtml 

The convention was intended to be a “common standard of achievement for all peoples and all 

nations”.  It emphasized the need to view each one of its thirty specifically identified human 

rights as part of an integrated holistic framework of rights.  Many subsequent international 

human rights treaties are premised on the principles of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, including conventions on racial discrimination, women’s rights, the rights of persons 

with disabilities and the rights of children.  

https://www.ethicsandinternationalaffairs.org/2018/udhr-at-seventy-progress-and-challenges/     

https://unfoundation.org/blog/post/70-years-of-impact-insights-on-the-universal-declaration-of-

human-rights/  

All in all, there are thirty Articles in the UDHR.  These aspirational human rights and freedoms 

have stood the test of time, both in their breadth of coverage and in their unwavering authority.   

Read more about the individual Articles at: 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23871&LangID=E 
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The following ARTICLES in the UDHR are particularly noteworthy to the League because they 

support voting rights, equal rights, migrant’s rights, and health care rights:  

ARTICLE 21 states that “Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, 

directly or through freely chosen representatives” and “The will of the people shall be the basis 

of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed in periodic and genuine elections 

which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent 

free voting procedures.”   

ARTICLE 7 states that “All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination 

to equal protection of the law.”   

ARTICLE 14 states “Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from 

persecution.”  

ARTICLE 23 states “Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal 

work.”   

Article 25 states “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-

being of himself and his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and 

necessary social services…” 

Our human rights team will review more international human rights conventions and instruments 

in the coming months.  In concert with the plan to THINK GLOBALLY, ACT LOCALLY, we 

will continue to highlight the connections between the international human rights conventions 

and the LWV position statements.  Wherever relevant we will highlight Impact on Issues 2018-

2020 where it is written, in pertinent part, that “The League of Women Voters believes 

cooperation with other nations is essential in the search for solutions to world problems and that 

development of international organization and international law is imperative in the promotion of 

world peace.” (p. 7) 


