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UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS: the international human rights movement 
 
The Charter of the United Nations (1945) declares in its Preamble the determination of the 
peoples of the United Nations “to reaffirm 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”.  
Thus, the Charter first gave formal and authoritative expression to the human rights movement that 
started at the end of the Second World War. 
 
On 10th December 1948 the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted a  Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UN Doc A/811). The opening statement in the Preamble of the 
Declaration affirms that “recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights 
of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world”.  
 
The Universal Declaration fixes a standard, but is not a legally binding instrument as such.  
However, some of its provisions either constitute general principles of law (See Statute of the 
International Court of Justice, art. 38 (1) (c)), or represent elementary considerations of 
humanity.  It also provides an authoritative guide, produced by the General Assembly, to the 
interpretation of the Charter.  In this capacity the Declaration produces considerable indirect legal 
effect, and is viewed by the Assembly, and by some jurists, as part of the ‘law of the United 
Nations’. 
 
The human rights movement is not only a matter of norms – rules, standards, principles.  In fact, 
those norms are embedded in institutions, some at state level and some international.  Both the 
universal and regional human rights systems have vital links to international orgnisations, and the 
movement can only be fully understood by appreciating this close relationship. 
 
The protection of human rights depends on the quality of information.  Each person must know 
what his/her rights are, and be able to protest when they are violated.  This is largely the task of 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), such as Amnesty International, which may refer to 
the Commission on Human Rights established by ECOSOC (The UN Economic and Social 
Council) in 1946, now the world’s single most important human rights organ.  The protection of 
rights also depends on the extent to which governments and citizens do their duty and fulfil the 
obligation to respect human rights. 
 
Sources: Charter of the United Nations; Universal Declaration of Human Rights; Ian Brownlie, Basic Documents in 
International Law; Conoscere L’ONU: Manuale sulle Nazioni Unite per la Scuola Superiore; Steiner & Alston, 
International Human Rights in Context. 
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN Doc A/811)  
 
PREAMBLE     
Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members 
of the human family is the foundation 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 tyranny and oppression, that human rights should be protected by the rule of law,  

Whereas it is essential to promote the development 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 importance 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 education 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. 

 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. 

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 political, jurisdictional or international status of the country 
or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing 
or under any other limitation of sovereignty. 
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Convention for the Protection 
of Human Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms, 
as amended by Protocol No. 11 
 
Rome, 4.XI.1950 

 
The governments signatory hereto, being members of the Council of Europe, 
 
  Considering the Universal Declaration of Human Rights proclaimed by the General 

Assembly of the United Nations on 10th December 1948; 
               . . .   
 

Being resolved, as the governments of European countries which are like-minded and have a 
common heritage of political traditions, ideals, freedom and the rule of law, to take the first 
steps for the collective enforcement of certain of the rights stated in the Universal 
Declaration, 

 
Have agreed as follows: 
 
  Article 1 – Obligation to respect human rights 
 

  The High Contracting Parties shall secure to everyone within their jurisdiction the rights and 
freedoms defined in Section I of this Convention. 

 
Section I – Rights and freedoms 
 
  Article 2 – Right to life 
 
 1 Everyone's right to life shall be protected by law. … 
 

Article 14 – Prohibition of discrimination 

 The enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in this Convention shall be secured 
without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, language, religion, political or 
other opinion, national or social origin, association with a national minority, property, birth or 
other status. 

Article 16 – Restrictions on political activity of aliens 

    Nothing in Articles 10, 11 and 14 shall be regarded as preventing the High Contracting 
Parties from imposing restrictions on the political activity of aliens. 
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CHARTER OF FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS 
OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 

(2000/C 364/01) 

PREAMBLE 
The peoples of Europe, in creating an ever closer union among them, are resolved to share a 
peaceful future based on common values. 
 
Conscious of its spiritual and moral heritage, the Union is founded on the indivisible, universal 
values of human dignity, freedom, equality and solidarity; it is based on the principles of democracy 
and the rule of law. It places the individual at the heart of its activities, by establishing the 
citizenship of the Union and by creating an area of freedom, security and justice. 
 
The Union contributes to the preservation and to the development of these common values while 
respecting the diversity of the cultures and traditions of the peoples of Europe as well as the 
national identities of the Member States and the organisation of their public authorities at national, 
regional and local levels; it seeks to promote balanced and sustainable development and ensures 
free movement of persons, goods, services and capital, and the freedom of establishment. 
 
To this end, it is necessary to strengthen the protection of fundamental rights in the light of changes 
in society, social progress and scientific and technological developments by making those rights 
more visible in a Charter. 
 
This Charter reaffirms, with due regard for the powers and tasks of the Community and the Union 
and the principle of subsidiarity, the rights as they result, in particular, from the constitutional 
traditions and international obligations common to the Member States, the Treaty on European 
Union, the Community Treaties, the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms, the 
Social Charters adopted by the Community and by the Council of Europe and the case-law of the 
Court of Justice of the European Communities and of the European Court of Human Rights. 
 
Enjoyment of these rights entails responsibilities and duties with regard to other persons, to the 
human community and to future generations. 

The Union therefore recognises the rights, freedoms and principles set out hereafter. 
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CHAPTER II 

 
FREEDOMS 

 
Article 15 

 
Freedom to choose an occupation and right to engage in work 

 
1. Everyone has the right to engage in work and to pursue a freely chosen or accepted occupation. 
 
2. Every citizen of the Union has the freedom to seek employment, to work, to exercise the right of 

establishment and to provide services in any Member State. 
  

3. Nationals of third countries who are authorised to work in the territories of the Member States are 
entitled to working conditions equivalent to those of citizens of the Union. 

 
 
 

CHAPTER III 
 

EQUALITY 
 

Article 20 
 

Equality before the law 
Everyone is equal before the law. 
 
 

Article 21 
 

Non-discrimination 
1. Any discrimination based on any ground such as sex, race, colour, ethnic or social origin, genetic 
features, language, religion or belief, political or any other opinion, membership of a national 
minority, property, birth, disability, age or sexual orientation shall be prohibited. 
 
2. Within the scope of application of the Treaty establishing the European Community and of the 
Treaty on European Union, and without prejudice to the special provisions of those Treaties, any 
discrimination on grounds of nationality shall be prohibited. 
 
 

Article 22 
 

Cultural, religious and linguistic diversity 
 

The Union shall respect cultural, religious and linguistic diversity. 
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Article 23 
 

Equality between men and women 
 

Equality between men and women must be ensured in all areas, including employment, work and 
pay. 
 
The principle of equality shall not prevent the maintenance or adoption of measures providing for 
specific advantages in favour of the under-represented sex. 
 
 

Article 24 
 

The rights of the child 
 

1. Children shall have the right to such protection and care as is necessary for their well-being. They 
may express their views freely. Such views shall be taken into consideration on matters which 
concern them in accordance with their age and maturity. 
 
2. In all actions relating to children, whether taken by public authorities or private institutions, the 
child's best interests must be a primary consideration. 
 
3. Every child shall have the right to maintain on a regular basis a personal relationship and direct 
contact with both his or her parents, unless that is contrary to his or her interests. 

 
 

Article 25 
 

The rights of the elderly 
 

The Union recognises and respects the rights of the elderly to lead a life of dignity and 
independence and to participate in social and cultural life. 
 
 

Article 26 
 

Integration of persons with disabilities 
 

The Union recognises and respects the right of persons with disabilities to benefit from measures 
designed to ensure their independence, social and occupational integration and participation in the 
life of the community. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

CITIZENS' RIGHTS 
 

Article 45 
 

Freedom of movement and of residence 
 
1. Every citizen of the Union has the right to move and reside freely within the territory of the 
Member States. 
 
2. Freedom of movement and residence may be granted, in accordance with the Treaty establishing 
the European Community, to nationals of third countries legally resident in the territory of a 
Member State. 

 
 

CHAPTER VII 
 

GENERAL PROVISIONS 
 

Article 51 
 

Scope 
 

1. The provisions of this Charter are addressed to the institutions and bodies of the Union with due 
regard for the principle of subsidiarity and to the Member States only when they are implementing 
Union law. They shall therefore respect the rights, observe the principles and promote the 
application thereof in accordance with their respective powers. 
 
2. This Charter does not establish any new power or task for the Community or the Union, or 
modify powers and tasks defined by the Treaties. 
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