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50 Years of Universal Declaration -
The Basic Lesson

Be Always Alert to New Human Rights Issues

. wote: Thes article v My Justice Kivby

as prefuerred for Justice of the Hong Koig

ctionr of the Tnternattonal Comniission
Jurists. Mr fustice Kivby is a High
atert fustice in Awstralin and @ member
the UNESCO Tntevnational Bioethics
avmittee. He was formerls o president
the Internetional Commission of Jurists
wl o special representation of the UN,
cretery-general for haman rights in
amhodic.)

he B0th anuiversary of the
“adoption of the Universal
Dechwation of Human Righis is
pon ‘us. We can reflect upon the
sraordimary achievements which

wve been made in the intervening half

asury - the success as well as the
ilures.

Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt and her
urepid colleagues. who assumedd the
whitious task of draltting and
roposing the Universal Declaration
rthe General Assembly of the United
ations, expressed the hope that the

acument might become a kind of

tagna Carta For humanity, Yet in the
eak atmosphere of the Cold War their
ptimism muted, Their
lebrations weve rather short-tived.

With

However, in such a relitively shont
mce of time, this littde insorament has
ad an enormaous impact on the
sagination of hurmaniry. Cowtrary 1o
ine unimformerd suggestions. a study
I the debates within the U.N.
munittee working on the final text
veals the profound inpactwhich the
deganes fronswhit we would now call
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developing couniries of the Third
World had npon its text. Although in
those days they were fewer in number
itr the Uniteed Nations than they are
toclay, the voices of people of different
soctal, ethical, relisions and political
traditions plaved s enonmous part in

seeartng the final iexe and structure of

the document as it now appears. 1n
particutur, the delegates from the
developing andd socialist countries
plaved a pivetal vole, in allianee with
Mrs. Roosevell, in ensuring thin the
Universel Declaration cisbraced not

anly the civibimed political aspeers of

human vights oand e e raditon:l
statements in the Western hemisphere)
but alse the economic, secial and
cutterald rights o which other saditions
attached so much importance, For Mrs.
Roosevelt. these were important
because of the programme which her
husband, the late U.S, President
Franklin 1. Roosevelt, had advocated
in the United States during the Great

Depression. Tu sdversity people

discover rue priorities.

50 here was o universal document.
But it might kave withered on the vine
had it not been tor the energy and
enthusiasm of the many successive
advocaies within and ourside the
United Nations. Thev pushed forward
the attenpt to transkate the noble ideas
of the Universal Declaration inte
binding starements of international
law. The resudt ai the end of the century
is a great neiwork of national
constitutions, repional conventions,
commissions and  coures, and
internatonal weaties smd ereary bodies,

which todinv provide the gtobal
machinery ol hunn rights protection.

This machinery has, in . called
forth the activities of important civil
saciely organisations of free people.
Bodies such as the International
Commission of Jurists, Amnesty
[nrernational, the Human Rights
Initiative of the International Bar
Association and Human Rigls Watch
stimulare, irvitate and advocare the
causes of leenan rights. Whenever they
can interrupt.the unvelenting diet of
propagatckoand tivial entertaimuent,
they trv 1o capure the attention of the
global media. They put aspotlight on
the worst abuses of human rights.
Science and technology have thus
come to the aid of human rights
promotion for, el we are now all part
ofa global village.

The idea inherent in the Charter of
the United Nations is even more clear
todav than it was after World War I1.
Abuses of human rights anywhere
represent, potentially, 4 danger to
international. regional and domestic
peace and security. It is in this sense
that human rights legitimarely now
engages the attention of international
law an has rendered the individual a
proper subject of international law, as
wils niever previously conceived to be
possible.

Itis in the nawre of human beings
ever 10 be questioning for new
hovizons. This is a lesson which Dag
Hammuarskjoled tuught when he was
seeretary-general of the United
Nations. There ts ulwivs i new horizon




';.ﬂ enbightenment. It heckons us 10
prreciate new implications in
piablished principies of human rights
well as 1o see 1he need Tor new
sinciples addressing complerel new
Tallenges,

Within the past vear the Lnited
wions Educdonal, Sciemific and
adraral Ohvganisation (UNESCON has
Adopted anew umversal declaration -
e Universal Declaration on the
duman Genome and Human Rights.
fat document addresses challenges
gpihe hunuin vights of our species
pesented by advances in humang
jelogy and genetics, There can be few
wre important issues for “human
hts”™ in the coming millennium
fan a reflection upon who will be the
wumans” of future ages w whom
inciunentad “rights” befontg, How will
he precious diversite of humanity be
geserved, and human digniy
gpected. m a context inwhich science
nd teclmology may potentially aler
he genes of an individual and (hose
fihat individual's progenys

NEW CHALLENGES

Thereare nuiny othey challenges wo
mman righis which could nar be
ddressed, orwere noteven nmagined.
AIHE T hese inchude the ehallenges
gesertted v the dangers of the
aoliferation of vuctewr and other
ipons of s destrction. Ol great
mportance are the challenges
gesenmied by informatics and <he
frclopmem of erberspace with the
fneth of the Imerner. Science and
whnology overwhelmingly bring
drantages 1o Lhumanie. But lawvers
ul bainan vights advociies muast be
sintginaive and energetic in
ddressing the challenges as wre the
fntists and 1echnologists in pushing
meard the bomidiries of human
tom le e,

New tisights into ald problems
mstantly avise: sometimes by
wxpected
reshaclenved in TO4R: wmnetinaes by

developments not

reepitons ol ol isstes whichwe cim
Wosee adiesle Thios the advent of
N ATDS Das prochuced e dillicul
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and unpredicted problems for
presering respect for human rights in
a contest of effective public health
measures, These and other causes
{including genetic research) have also
addressed atention 1o discrimination
against people on the basis of sexual
wientition as an aspect of human
rights which was raely. i ever, talked

ol in HME. The human digaity of

people dependent upon or using drugs
oladdiction nray, i the futare, be seen
da a4 human rights tssue, The human
rights of women and children - often
disempow ered by society and its Jaws -
demand fresh antention and resoluie
action. Aswe reflect upen the advances

we have made in human rights. we -

should note that each new generation
sees new issues about which past
generations were afl 1 often totally
biind.

Sathisis the fundamental lesson of
the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. 1L is not necessarily that we
should be disconiented: although
being so seems 10 be part of human
narare. But it is that we should be alert
to new human rights issues upon
which the Universal Declaration of
TR was silent or ambiguous. Mighue
achievements have been made in 50
vears. Bul the struggle for universal
human rights continues. And the
percepiion of what are universal human
right> conlinues o expand as 1he
frontiers of freedon and knowledge are
pushed forward by the unquenchable
thirst of hunim beings 10 defend,
uphieldind idvance their dignity and
busic rights. ¥
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