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Introduction: 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a milestone document written to define the 
fundamental human rights that all human beings are entitled to. It was adopted in 1948 in 
Paris by the General Assembly.1 Though the declaration was passed with a majority, there is 
still some criticism held to the declaration, stating that it has too much of a Western bias. 
This report gives a general overview of the history and the major stakeholders behind the 
adoption of the UDHR, as well as past and possible solutions to the possible issues 
surrounding it. 
 
Definition of Key Terms: 

- UDHR: Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
- UN Charter: “the constitutive instrument of the United Nations, signed on 26 June 

1945. It sets out the rights and obligations of the Member States and establishes the 
principal organs and procedures of the United Nations” 2 

- NGO:“an organization that tries to achieve social or political aims but is not controlled 
by a government” 3 

- Non partisan: “free from party affiliation, bias, or designation4 

- Disparity: An inequality 
- Neocolonialism: According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, “the control of 

less-developed countries by developed countries through indirect means” 5 

 
Background Information: 
The UDHR was first proclaimed on December 10th, 1948 by the United Nations General 
Assembly in Paris as a common standard of achievements for all people of all nations. It was 
a milestone document as it was the first to bring together people of different nations and 
backgrounds to try to protect fundamental human rights.1 

 
The thought of implementing something like the UDHR started after the second world war, 
where the allies (Great Britain, The United States, China, and the Soviet Union) had adopted 
four fundamental freedoms humans were entitled to (freedom of speech, freedom of religion, 
freedom from fear, and freedom from want) as their basic war aims. At this time, the closest 
thing there was to the UDHR was the UN Charter, which ‘reaffirmed faith in fundamental 
human rights and dignity and worth of the human person" and committed all member states 
to promote "universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental 
freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion’. However, when the 
world came fully to know of the atrocities of the war,  there was a general consensus that the 
UN Charter was not sufficient enough in describing the fundamental human rights.6 

 
This led to a draft document, which would later become the UDHR, to be taken up in the UN 
General Assembly in 1946.6 The document consists of a preamble and 30 articles. The 
preamble explains the circumstances previously explained as to why the document is a 
necessity. The articles each go through the various human rights that everyone should be 
entitled to. Articles 1 to 3 talk about basic dignity and equality. Articles 4 and 5 are about the 
freedom from slavery or any form of cruelty. Articles 6 to 11 are on the legality of human 
rights, and articles 12 to 17 are on the rights of the way of living. Articles 18 through 21 
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mention the freedom to have personal opinions and beliefs, whether it be spiritual or political. 
Articles 22 to 27 refer to an individual’s economic and social rights. Finally, articles 28 to 30 
state how these rights can be used.1 

 

Once the General Assembly reviewed this draft, it was sent to the Economic and Social 
Council, where the Commision on Human Rights was established. This consisted of 18 
members from different nationalities and backgrounds. The commission established a UDHR 
committee, which was chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt.  Some of the other members of the 
committee included René Cassin of France, who drafted the first document; Charles Malik of 
Lebanon, who was the rapporteur; Pen Chung Chang of China, the Vice-Chairman; John 
Humphrey of Canada, who directed the Human Rights Division; and Hansa Mehta of India 
who changed ‘all men’ to ‘all human beings’ in the declaration. The committee assembled 
twice over the course of two years, over which many amendments were made by member 
states, before the final declaration was adopted in 1948 in Paris.8 

 
In the final drafting in which the declaration was adopted, 58 member states were 
participating. Of this 48 voted for, none against, eight (Saudi Arabia, South Africa, and Soviet 
Bloc countries) abstained, and two (Honduras and Yemen) failed to vote or abstain. Saudi 
Arabia abstained due to two of the articles: Article 16 (equal rights in marriage) and Article 
18 (right to change religion), stating that these violated the Sharia Law. South Africa also 
abstained at the time as it was in favour of the system of apartheid, which violated several 
articles in the Declaration. The Soviet Bloc countries abstained as well, but this was mainly 
due to the fact that the Declaration did not go far enough in explicitly condemning facism and 
Nazism.6 

 
Though its primary purpose was to define the ‘fundamental human rights’ as described in the 
UN Charter, the UDHR has had a profound impact on the development of international 
human rights laws. Eleanor Roosevelt in fact wanted the document to be voted as a 
declaration and not a treaty for the reason being that it would have the same influence on 
global society as that of the United States Declaration of Independence. The document may 
not be legally binding, but it still has managed to become a part of customary international 
law. Moreover, the UDHR has given rise to other international agreements, which are legally 
binding. Some of these include: 
 

- The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
- The International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 
- The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 1965 
- The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

1979  
- The Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 

or Punishment 1984 
- The Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989  
- The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2006 

In addition to this, the UDHR also became a step in formulating the International Bill of 
Rights, which was completed in 1966, and came into force in 1976, after a sufficient number 
of countries had ratified them.7 



 
Major Countries and Organisations Involved: 
Countries: 

- The United States of America: Led the drafting of the UDHR, with Eleanor 
Roosevelt being the chair of the drafting committee 

- India: changed ‘all men are equal’ to ‘all human beings are equal’ 
- United Kingdom: Criticized the fact that the declaration had only moral and no legal 

obligation 
- Saudi Arabia, South Africa, and Soviet Bloc Countries: abstained 
- Yemen and Honduras: failed to vote 

 
Organisations: 

- United Nations Social and Economic Council: Established the Commission of 
Human Rights 

- International Federation of Human Rights: an organisation that is non partisan and 
independent of any government, whose main goal is to promote the importance of 
the UDHR 

- American Anthropological Association: criticised the UDHR, saying that human 
rights have only been considered from a Western paradigm, and cultural differences 
from anyone outside that background were being ignored. They also argued that the 
Western World’s history of colonialism make them unfit to be a moral representative 
for the rest of the world.  

- American Library Association: Endorsed Article 19 of the UDHR. The organisation 
also believes that censorship and invasion of privacy should be considered as human 
rights violations. 

- Youth for Human Rights International: An NGO whose main aim is to teach the 
youth about human rights, specifically the UDHR, and to encourage them to become 
advocates for peace and understanding.6 

 
Relevant UN resolutions: 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights: 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf 

UN Charter (online version) 

https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/un-charter-full-text/ 

Policy Report – “Reform of the UN Human rights petitions system” 
https://www.universal-rights.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/URG_Policy_report_Re
form_Human_rights_petition_system_22_12_17_digital_use.pdf 

(Note: This is merely an assessment of the UNs human rights communications 
procedures)  
 
UN statement on Human Rights  
https://www.un.org/en/sections/what-we-do/protect-human-rights/ 
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Press Statement released by the UN regarding the sustainable development goals:  
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2017/08/protecting-rights-and-dignit
y-of-indigenous-peoples-is-protecting-everyones-rights-un/ 

(This press release does contain useful information regarding the topic as well as 
several useful documents by the UN - Note: This is more specific to the rights of indigionus 
peoples, but still contains useful information regarding the Declaration of Human Rights and 
what is stands for) 
 
Possible Solutions: 

The UN Declaration of human rights is a fundamental resolution passed by the UN 
General Assembly. Furthermore, the UN charter recognizes human rights, and the protection 
thereof, as a fundamental part and duty of the UN. In order for progress to be made socially 
and politically, reforms and amendments to outdated documents and laws must be 
considered.9 

 While the UN General Assembly has made strides in protecting the fundamental 
human rights, other NGOs such as UNICEF has worked tirelessly, not only to protect basic 
human rights of adults, but the rights of children and their right to a childhood. 

The need to reform the Universal declaration of human rights varies from nation to 
nation. However, the document is generally viewed as a very western-biased document. It 
fails to account for cultural norms and values that exist outside of western civilization. It is 
widely considered that the document is imposing western values on all nations. Any reform 
to the document would have to take into account the biased nature of the document and 
would need to try and solve the issue.10 

It is also important to note, that many argue that the UDHR is flawed in the sense that 
there might be rights not stated on the UDHR, but that seems to be basic rights of human 
decency. Possible points of discussion in the reformation of the this document could be: what 
rights could be missing from the UDHR and how specific should our basic human 
entitlements be? 

 
Note: that while there has been no official voting on the reformation of the UDHR, the 

document has still been highly debated, with several independent groups and organizations calling for 
its reformation. 
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