
	

 
 
What is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights? 
 

 
Eleanor Roosevelt and the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, November 1949 © Wikimedia 
Commons 
 
The traumatic events of the Second World War brought home that human rights are not always 
universally respected. The extermination of almost 17 million people during the Holocaust, including 6 
million Jews, horrified the entire world. After the war, governments worldwide made a concerted effort to 
foster international peace and prevent conflict. This resulted in the establishment of the United Nations in 
June 1945. 

In 1948, representatives from the 50 member states of the United Nations came together under the 
guidance of Eleanor Roosevelt (First Lady of the United States 1933-1945) to devise a list of all the 
human rights that everybody across the world should enjoy. 

On 10 December 1948, the General Assembly of the United Nations announced the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR) - 30 rights and freedoms that belong to all of us. Seven decades on and the 
rights they included continue to form the basis for all international human rights law. 

Eleanor Roosevelt was heavily involved in championing civil rights and social activism. She was appointed 
chair of the UN Commission on Human Rights which drafted the UDHR. On the tenth anniversary of the 
UDHR, Eleanor gave a speech at the United Nations called ‘Where Do Human Rights Begin?’. Part of her 
speech has become famous for capturing the reason why human rights are for every one of us, in all 
parts of our daily lives: 

'Where, after all, do universal human rights begin? In small places, close to home - so close and so small 
that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they are the world of the individual person; the 
neighborhood he lives in; the school or college he attends; the factory, farm, or office where he works. 
Such are the places where every man, woman, and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal 
dignity without discrimination. Unless these rights have meaning there, they have little meaning  

 



	

 

anywhere. Without concerted citizen action to uphold them close to home, we shall look in vain for 
progress in the larger world.' 

Eleanor Roosevelt, 1958 

The UDHR marked an important shift by daring to say that all human beings are free and equal, 
regardless of color, creed or religion. For the first time, a global agreement put human beings, not power 
politics, at the heart of its agenda. 

The 30 rights and freedoms set out in the UDHR include the right to asylum, the right to freedom from 
torture, the right to free speech and the right to education. It includes civil and political rights, like 
the right to life, liberty, free speech and privacy. It also includes economic, social and cultural rights, 
like the right to social security, health and education. 

Source: Amnesty International 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

 

A Summary of the 30 Articles of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
Article 1: We are all born free. We all have our own thoughts and ideas and we should all be treated the 
same way. 

Article 2: The rights in the UDHR belong to everyone, no matter who we are, where we’re from, or 
whatever we believe. 

Article 3: We all have the right to life, and to live in freedom and safety. 

Article 4: No one should be held as a slave, and no one has the right to treat anyone else as their slave. 

Article 5: No one has the right to inflict torture, or to subject anyone else to cruel or inhuman treatment. 

Article 6: We should all have the same level of legal protection whoever we are, and wherever in the 
world we are. 

Article 7: The law is the same for everyone, and must treat us all equally. 

Article 8: We should all have the right to legal support if we are treated unfairly. 

Article 9: Nobody should be arrested, put in prison, or sent away from our country unless there is good 
reason to do so. 

Article 10: Everyone accused of a crime has the right to a fair and public trial, and those that try us 
should be independent and not influenced by others. 

Article 11: Everyone accused of a crime has the right to be considered innocent until they have fairly 
been proven to be guilty. 

Article 12: Nobody has the right to enter our home, open our mail, or intrude on our families without 
good reason. We also have the right to be protected if someone tries to unfairly damage our reputation. 

Article 13: We all have the right to move freely within our country, and to visit and leave other countries 
when we wish. 

Article 14: If we are at risk of harm we have the right to go to another country to seek protection. 

Article 15: We all have the right to be a citizen of a country and nobody should prevent us, without 
good reason, from being a citizen of another country if we wish. 

Article 16: We should have the right to marry and have a family as soon as we’re legally old enough. 
Our ethnicity, nationality and religion should not stop us from being able to do this. Men and women 
have the same rights when they are married and also when they’re separated. We should never be 
forced to marry. The government has a responsibility to protect us and our family. 

Article 17: Everyone has the right to own property, and no one has the right to take this away from us 
without a fair reason. 



	

 

Article 18: Everyone has the freedom to think or believe what they want, including the right to religious 
belief. We have the right to change our beliefs or religion at any time, and the right to publicly or 
privately practice our chosen religion, alone or with others. 

Article 19: Everyone has the right to their own opinions, and to be able to express them freely. We 
should have the right to share our ideas with who we want, and in whichever way we choose. 

Article 20: We should all have the right to form groups and organize peaceful meetings. Nobody should 
be forced to belong to a group if they don’t want to. 

Article 21: We all have the right to take part in our country’s political affairs either by freely choosing 
politicians to represent us, or by belonging to the government ourselves. Governments should be voted 
for by the public on a regular basis, and every person’s individual vote should be secret. Every individual 
vote should be worth the same. 

Article 22: The society we live in should help every person develop to their best ability through access 
to work, involvement in cultural activity, and the right to social welfare. Every person in society should 
have the freedom to develop their personality with the support of the resources available in that country. 

Article 23: We all have the right to employment, to be free to choose our work, and to be paid a fair 
salary that allows us to live and support our family. Everyone who does the same work should have the 
right to equal pay, without discrimination. We have the right to come together and form trade union 
groups to defend our interests as workers. 

Article 24: Everyone has the right to rest and leisure time. There should be limits on working hours, and 
people should be able to take holidays with pay. 

Article 25: We all have the right to enough food, clothing, housing and healthcare for ourselves and our 
families. We should have access to support if we are out of work, ill, elderly, disabled, widowed, or can’t 
earn a living for reasons outside of our control. An expectant mother and her baby should both receive 
extra care and support. All children should have the same rights when they are born. 

Article 26: Everyone has the right to education. Primary schooling should be free. We should all be able 
to continue our studies as far as we wish. At school we should be helped to develop our talents, and be 
taught an understanding and respect for everyone’s human rights. We should also be taught to get on 
with others whatever their ethnicity, religion, or country they come from. Our parents have the right to 
choose what kind of school we go to. 

Article 27: We all have the right to get involved in our community’s arts, music, literature and sciences, 
and the benefits they bring. If we are an artist, a musician, a writer or a scientist, our works should be 
protected and we should be able to benefit from them. 

Article 28: We all have the right to live in a peaceful and orderly society so that these rights and 
freedoms can be protected, and these rights can be enjoyed in all other countries around the world. 

Article 29: We have duties to the community we live in that should allow us to develop as fully as 
possible. The law should guarantee human rights and should allow everyone to enjoy the same mutual 
respect. 

Article 30: No government, group or individual should act in a way that would destroy the rights and 
freedoms of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

Source: Amnesty International 


