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The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) is a milestone document in the history 
of human rights.
Drafted by representatives with different legal and cultural 
backgrounds from all regions of the world, the Declaration 
was proclaimed by the United Nations General Assembly 
in Paris on 10 December 1948 (General Assembly reso-
lution 217 A) as a common standard of achievements for 
all peoples and all nations. It sets out, for the first time, 
fundamental human rights to be universally protected 
and it has been translated into over 500 languages.
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Roosevelt, widow of American President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, chaired the UDHR 
drafting committee. With her were René 
Cassin of France, who composed the first 
draft of the Declaration, the Committee 
Rapporteur Charles Malik of Lebanon, Vice-
Chairman Peng Chung Chang of China, 
and John Humphrey of Canada, Director 
of the UN’s Human Rights Division, who 
prepared the Declaration’s blueprint. But 
Mrs. Roosevelt was recognized as the driv-
ing force for the Declaration’s adoption.

The Commission met for the first time in 1947. 
In her memoirs, Eleanor Roosevelt recalled:

“Dr. Chang was a pluralist and held forth in 
charming fashion on the proposition that there 
is more than one kind of ultimate reality.  The 
Declaration, he said, should reflect more than sim-
ply Western ideas and Dr. Humphrey would have 
to be eclectic in his approach.  His remark, though 
addressed to Dr. Humphrey, was really directed 
at Dr. Malik, from whom it drew a prompt retort 
as he expounded at some length the philosophy 
of Thomas Aquinas.  Dr. Humphrey joined 
enthusiastically in the discussion, and I remem-
ber that at one point Dr. Chang suggested that 
the Secretariat might well spend a few months 
studying the fundamentals of Confucianism!”

The final draft by Cassin was handed to the 
Commission on Human Rights, which was 
being held in Geneva. The draft declaration 
sent out to all UN member States for com-
ments became known as the Geneva draft.

History
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
which was adopted by the UN General 
Assembly on 10 December 1948, was the result 
of the experience of the Second World War. 
With the end of that war, and the creation of 
the United Nations, the international com-
munity vowed never again to allow atroci-
ties like those of that conflict happen again. 
World leaders decided to complement the 
UN Charter with a road map to guarantee 
the rights of every individual everywhere. 
The document they considered, and which 
would later become the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, was taken up at the first 
session of the General Assembly in 1946. 

The Assembly reviewed this draft Declaration 
on Fundamental Human Rights and Freedoms 
and transmitted it to the Economic and Social 
Council “for reference to the Commission 
on Human Rights for consideration . . . in 
its preparation of an international bill of 
rights.” The Commission, at its first session 
early in 1947, authorized its members to 
formulate what it termed “a preliminary draft 
International Bill of Human Rights”. Later 
the work was taken over by a formal drafting 
committee, consisting of members of the 
Commission from eight States, selected with 
due regard for geographical distribution.

The Commission on Human Rights was made 
up of 18 members from various political, 
cultural and religious backgrounds. Eleanor 
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The first draft of the Declaration was pro-
posed in September 1948 with over 50 Member 
States participating in the final drafting. By its 
resolution 217 A (III) of 10 December 1948, the 
General Assembly, meeting in Paris, adopted 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
with eight nations abstaining from the vote but 
none dissenting. Hernán Santa Cruz of Chile, 
member of the drafting sub-Committee, wrote:

“I perceived clearly that I was participating in 
a truly significant historic event in which a 
consensus had been reached as to the supreme 
value of the human person, a value that did not 
originate in the decision of a worldly power, but 
rather in the fact of existing—which gave rise to 
the inalienable right to live free from want and 
oppression and to fully develop one’s personality.  
In the Great Hall…there was an atmosphere of 
genuine solidarity and brotherhood among men 
and women from all latitudes, the like of which I 
have not seen again in any international setting.”

The entire text of the UDHR was composed 
in less than two years. At a time when 
the world was divided into Eastern and 
Western blocks, finding a common ground 
on what should make the essence of the 
document proved to be a colossal task.

(Left) The Drafters of the UDHR:
(From top left) Dr. Charles Malik (Lebanon), Alexandre 
Bogomolov (USSR), Dr. Peng-chun Chang (China), René 
Cassin (France), Eleanor Roosevelt (US), Charles Dukes 
(United Kingdom), William Hodgson (Australia), Hernan 
Santa Cruz (Chile). John P. Humphrey (Canada)
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Preamble
Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity 
and of the equal and inalienable rights of all 
members of the human family is the founda-
tion of freedom, justice and peace in the world,

Whereas disregard and contempt for 
human rights have resulted in barbarous 
acts which have outraged the conscience 
of mankind, and the advent of a world in 
which human beings shall enjoy freedom 
of speech and belief and freedom from 
fear and want has been proclaimed as the 
highest aspiration of the common people,

Whereas it is essential, if man is not 
to be compelled to have recourse, as 
a last resort, to rebellion against tyr-
anny and oppression, that human rights 
should be protected by the rule of law,

Whereas it is essential to promote the devel-
opment of friendly relations between nations,

Whereas the peoples of the United Nations 
have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in 
fundamental human rights, in the dignity 
and worth of the human person and in the 
equal rights of men and women and have 
determined to promote social progress and 
better standards of life in larger freedom,

Whereas Member States have pledged 
themselves to achieve, in co-operation 
with the United Nations, the promotion 
of universal respect for and observance of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms,

Whereas a common understanding of these 
rights and freedoms is of the greatest impor-
tance for the full realization of this pledge,

Now, Therefore THE GENERAL 
ASSEMBLY proclaims THIS UNIVERSAL 
DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS 
as a common standard of achievement 
for all peoples and all nations, to the end 
that every individual and every organ of 
society, keeping this Declaration constantly 
in mind, shall strive by teaching and edu-
cation to promote respect for these rights 
and freedoms and by progressive measures, 
national and international, to secure their 
universal and effective recognition and 
observance, both among the peoples of 
Member States themselves and among the 
peoples of territories under their jurisdiction. 
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article 
ONE

Article 1.
All human beings are born free and 
equal in dignity and rights. They are 
endowed with reason and conscience 
and should act towards one another 
in a spirit of brotherhood.
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article 
TWO

Article 2.
Everyone is entitled to all the rights 
and freedoms set forth in this 
Declaration, without distinction of 
any kind, such as race, colour, sex, 
language, religion, political or other 
opinion, national or social origin, 
property, birth or other status.

Furthermore, no distinction shall 
be made on the basis of the politi-
cal, jurisdictional or international 
status of the country or territory to 
which a person belongs, whether it 
be independent, trust, non-self-gov-
erning or under any other limitation 
of sovereignty.
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article 
THREE

Article 3.
Everyone has the right to life, liberty 
and security of person.
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article 
FOUR

Article 4.
No one shall be held in slavery or 
servitude; slavery and the slave trade 
shall be prohibited in all their forms.
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article 
FIVE

Article 5.
 

No one shall be subjected to torture 
or to cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment.
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article 
SIX

Article 6.
Everyone has the right to recog-
nition everywhere as a person 
before the law.
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article 
SEVEN

Article 7.
All are equal before the law and are 
entitled without any discrimination 
to equal protection of the law. All are 
entitled to equal protection against 
any discrimination in violation of 
this Declaration and against any 
incitement to such discrimination.
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article 
EIGHT

Article 8.
Everyone has the right to an effective 
remedy by the competent national 
tribunals for acts violating the fun-
damental rights granted him by the 
constitution or by law.
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article 
NINE

Article 9.
No one shall be subjected to arbitrary 
arrest, detention or exile.
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article 
TEN

Article 10.
Everyone is entitled in full equality 
to a fair and public hearing by an 
independent and impartial tribunal, 
in the determination of his rights 
and obligations and of any criminal 
charge against him.
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article 
ELEVEN

Article 11.
(1) Everyone charged with a penal 
offence has the right to be presumed 
innocent until proved guilty accord-
ing to law in a public trial at which he 
has had all the guarantees necessary 
for his defence.
(2) No one shall be held guilty of any 
penal offence on account of any act 
or omission which did not constitute 
a penal offence, under national or 
international law, at the time when 
it was committed. Nor shall a heavier 
penalty be imposed than the one that 
was applicable at the time the penal 
offence was committed.
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article 
TWELVE

Article 12.
No one shall be subjected to arbitrary 
interference with his privacy, fam-
ily, home or correspondence, nor to 
attacks upon his honour and repu-
tation. Everyone has the right to the 
protection of the law against such 
interference or attacks.
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article 
THIRTEEN

Article 13.
(1) Everyone has the right to freedom 
of movement and residence within 
the borders of each state.
(2) Everyone has the right to leave 
any country, including his own, and 
to return to his country.
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article 
FOURTEEN

Article 14.
(1) Everyone has the right to seek and 
to enjoy in other countries asylum 
from persecution.
(2) This right may not be invoked in 
the case of prosecutions genuinely 
arising from non-political crimes or 
from acts contrary to the purposes 
and principles of the United Nations.
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article 
FIFTEEN

Article 15.
(1) Everyone has the right to 
a nationality.
(2) No one shall be arbitrarily 
deprived of his nationality nor denied 
the right to change his nationality.
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article 
SIXTEEN

Article 16.
(1) Men and women of full age, 
without any limitation due to race, 
nationality or religion, have the 
right to marry and to found a family. 
They are entitled to equal rights as 
to marriage, during marriage and at 
its dissolution.
(2) Marriage shall be entered into 
only with the free and full consent of 
the intending spouses.
(3) The family is the natural and fun-
damental group unit of society and 
is entitled to protection by society 
and the State.
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article 
SEVENTEEN

Article 17.
(1) Everyone has the right to own 
property alone as well as in associa-
tion with others.
(2) No one shall be arbitrarily 
deprived of his property.
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article 
EIGHTEEN

Article 18.
Everyone has the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion; this 
right includes freedom to change his 
religion or belief, and freedom, either 
alone or in community with others 
and in public or private, to mani-
fest his religion or belief in teaching, 
practice, worship and observance.
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article 
NINETEEN

Article 19.
Everyone has the right to freedom 
of opinion and expression; this right 
includes freedom to hold opinions 
without interference and to seek, 
receive and impart information and 
ideas through any media and regard-
less of frontiers.
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article 
TWENTY

Article 20.
(1) Everyone has the right to freedom 
of peaceful assembly and association.
(2) No one may be compelled to 
belong to an association.
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article 
TWENTY ONE

Article 21.
(1) Everyone has the right to take 
part in the government of his coun-
try, directly or through freely chosen 
representatives.
(2) Everyone has the right of 
equal access to public service 
in his country.
(3) The will of the people shall be 
the basis of the authority of govern-
ment; 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 vot-
ing procedures.
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article 
TWENTY TWO

Article 22.
Everyone, as a member of society, 
has the right to social security and 
is entitled to realization, through 
national effort and international 
co-operation and in accordance with 
the organization and resources of 
each State, of the economic, social 
and cultural rights indispensable for 
his dignity and the free development 
of his personality.
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article 
TWENTY THREE

Article 23.
(1) Everyone has the right to work, 
to free choice of employment, to 
just and favourable conditions 
of work and to protection against 
unemployment.
(2) Everyone, without any discrim-
ination, has the right to equal pay 
for equal work.
(3) Everyone who works has the right 
to just and favourable remuneration 
ensuring for himself and his family 
an existence worthy of human dig-
nity, and supplemented, if necessary, 
by other means of social protection.
(4) Everyone has the right to form 
and to join trade unions for the pro-
tection of his interests.
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article 
TWENTY FOUR

Article 24.
Everyone has the right to rest and 
leisure, including reasonable limita-
tion of working hours and periodic 
holidays with pay.
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article 
TWENTY FIVE

Article 25.
(1) Everyone has the right to a 
standard of living adequate for the 
health and well-being of himself 
and of his family, including food, 
clothing, housing and medical care 
and necessary social services, and 
the right to security in the event of 
unemployment, sickness, disabil-
ity, widowhood, old age or other 
lack of livelihood in circumstances 
beyond his control.
(2) Motherhood and childhood are 
entitled to special care and assis-
tance. All children, whether born in 
or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the 
same social protection.
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article 
TWENTY SIX

Article 26.
(1) Everyone has the right to educa-
tion. Education shall be free, at least 
in the elementary and fundamental 
stages. Elementary education shall 
be compulsory. Technical and profes-
sional education shall be made gener-
ally available and higher education 
shall be equally accessible to all on 
the basis of merit.
(2) Education shall be directed to 
the full development of the human 
personality and to the strengthen-
ing of respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms. It shall pro-
mote understanding, tolerance and 
friendship among all nations, racial 
or religious groups, and shall further 
the activities of the United Nations 
for the maintenance of peace.
(3) Parents have a prior right to 
choose the kind of education that 
shall be given to their children.
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article 
TWENTY SEVEN

Article 27.
(1) Everyone has the right freely to 
participate in the cultural life of the 
community, to enjoy the arts and to 
share in scientific advancement and 
its benefits.
(2) Everyone has the right to the 
protection of the moral and material 
interests resulting from any scien-
tific, literary or artistic production of 
which he is the author.
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article 
TWENTY EIGHT

Article 28.
Everyone is entitled to a social and 
international order in which the 
rights and freedoms set forth in this 
Declaration can be fully realized.
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article 
TWENTY NINE

Article 29.
(1) Everyone has duties to the com-
munity in which alone the free and 
full development of his personal-
ity is possible.
(2) In the exercise of his rights and 
freedoms, everyone shall be sub-
ject only to such limitations as are 
determined by law solely for the 
purpose of securing due recognition 
and respect for the rights and free-
doms of others and of meeting the 
just requirements of morality, public 
order and the general welfare in a 
democratic society.
(3) These rights and freedoms may 
in no case be exercised contrary to 
the purposes and principles of the 
United Nations.
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article 
THIRTY

Article 30.
Nothing in this Declaration may 
be interpreted as implying for any 
State, group or person any right to 
engage in any activity or to perform 
any act aimed at the destruction of 
any of the rights and freedoms set 
forth herein.
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