THE DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS

A reminder of God’s gift to humanity

by Brother John M. Samaha, S.M.


The Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted 60 years ago by the United Nations has had tremendous influence for good. In 2008 we are celebrating the 60th anniversary of this significant milestone in human history. It was December 10, 1948, when the General Assembly of the United Nations accepted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a reminder of the innate gift given the human race by its Creator.


During his April 18, 2008, visit to the United Nations headquarters, Pope Benedict XVI noted this anniversary and recalled “The founding principles of the Organization – the desire for peace, the quest for justice, respect for the dignity of the person, humanitarian cooperation and assistance – express the just aspirations of the human spirit, and constitute the ideals which should underpin international relations.” 

Development of the Program


At San Francisco in 1945 the UN Charter proclaimed its “faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men and women and of nations large and small.”


But the General Assembly wanted to go further by drafting an International Bill of Rights, consisting of a declaration, two covenants, and measures of implementation. With eight abstentions, the declaration was adopted by the UN General Assembly at New York City in 1948. Yet it was not until 1966 that the General Assembly adopted the two international covenants one on economic, social, an cultural rights; the other on civil and political rights which were completed in 1954. Their ratification by the necessary 35 states was even more recent. 


The 30 articles of the declaration were inspired mainly by the French attorney, Rene Cassin, vice president of the commission which composed the declaration and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1968. They are a political interpretation of humankind’s right to life and freedom. The articles advocate explicitly the following rights: equality before the law; protection against arbitrary arrest; the right to a fair trial; the right to own property; freedom of thought, conscience, and religion; freedom of opinion and expression; and freedom of peaceful assembly and association. Above all they insist that the state does not have the right of life and death over its citizens. Consequently the declaration does not only condemn slavery and torture, but insists on the right to freedom and dignity. 

Historical Precedence


However this declaration is not the first of its kind to concern itself with human rights based on a higher law inscribed in nature. The idea of the inalienable rights of human beings was championed by poets, philosophers, and politicians even before the Christian era.


Antigone, heroine of Sophocles’ play of that name written in 442 B.C., declares to King Creon, “But all your strength is mere weakness against the immortal unrecorded laws of God.” She is invoking the natural rights of humans. This link between the “natural law” and the “natural rights of persons” is found in the writings of the Greek and Roman Stoics, of early Christian thinkers, St. Thomas Aquinas, and later theologians.
In the 17th century it reappears in the works of Hugh Grotius, the Dutch founder of modern international law, and of John Milton and John Locke, the ideological designers of the Glorious Revolution.


In Europe’s history, rights were passed from the sovereign to the subjects; first the nobles and then the common people, the result of power struggles. In Spain in 1188, the Cortes, the feudal assembly of the Kingdom of Leon, obtained a series of particular rights from King Alfonso IX. Similarly in Hungary in 1222, King Andrew II was persuaded to sign the Golden Bull. At Runnymede in England in 1215, the barons forced King John to sign the Magna Carta granting them certain rights. Parliament forced Charles I to sign the Petition of Rights in 1629, and the Habeas Corpus Amendment was passed in 1679. When William and Mary ascended the throne in 1688, they signed one year later the Bill of Rights which prohibited the monarch from suspending or abusing the laws of the land, and from raising money or troops by sole prerogative, and guaranteed freedom of speech and of elections and of the right of petition.


In the last quarter of the 18th century the two major human rights texts were born of the American and French Revolutions. The famous U.S. Declaration of Independence penned by Thomas Jefferson in 1776 stated: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these rights are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen adopted by the Constituent Assembly in France in 1789 and incorporated in the French Constitution in 1791 is also a statement of certain “inalienable rights,” the right to liberty, property and security, and freedom of speech and of the press.

Distinctive Characteristics of the Declaration


The distinctive feature of the 1948 UN declaration, however, is that the rights it protects transcend national boundaries and limited areas. History had earlier witnessed international agreements on this question. In 1648 the Treaty of Westphalia recognized equality of rights of Catholics and Protestants in Germany. In 1814 the Peace Treaty of Paris decreed a worldwide prohibition of the slave trade. In 1815 the Congress of Vienna defended the free exercise of religion.


However the UN Bill of Rights addressed people everywhere. For this reason Rene Cassin preferred the term “universal” to “international.” He intended to stress the individual responsibility of each member of the human race rather than that of the member states who signed the declaration. France justifiably takes pride in its record of promoting this concept.

Church Stance


In 1948 the UN declaration brought forth no official reaction from the Holy See. But the Vatican newspaper, L’Osservatore Romano, criticized the fact that the declaration did not explicitly acknowledge that these human rights were founded on and originated in God’s law.


A short time later the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) spent an entire chapter in its Constitution on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes) on human rights.


At this time the Church noted that the Holy Bible repeatedly defends human rights in texts like Isaiah 61:1, Galatians 3:28, and Matthew 25:35-40. Holy Scripture and early Church writings became the springboard for the Church’s new emphasis.


Between the first two sessions of the council, Pope John XXIII declared in his 1962 encyclical Pacem in Terris  that “one of the most important acts accomplished by the UNO was the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” and asserted clearly that “we consider this declaration to be a first step toward the establishment of a legal and political organization for the world community.”


Pope John Paul II’s continuing message to the world was predicated on a human rights platform. Frequently he has stated that “human rights are clearly expressed and taught by the Gospel message itself.”


The postconciliar Church consistently explains that “the Gospel message implies the pursuit of justice in the world.” The 1971 International Synod of Bishops emphatically stated: “To work for justice and participate in transforming the world seems to us without doubt to be an integral part of the Gospel message and…of the Church’s mission for the redemption of the human race and its liberation from all forms of oppression.”


A striking example of this approach is the determination of many renewed groups of religious and of laity to concentrate on the service of faith and the promotion of justice as expressed in the fundamental criterion of “a preferential option for the poor.” This phrase was coined by the liberation theologians and affirmed by the Medellin and Puebla conferences in Latin America, although there is risk of it being voided of its meaning by those who equate liberation theology with Marxism and heresy.


Pope Paul VI in 1975 explained in his encyclical Evangelii Nuntiandi   “The Church has a duty to announce the liberation of millions of human beings, of whom a large number are her spiritual children. She has a duty to further this liberation, to bear witness, and to do everything in her power to realize it fully.”


For a Christian, human rights are not optional. They are an integral part of the Gospel. They are innate gifts from God.  They are every person’s business.
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