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Human Rights Day 2010
Friday, December 10, 2010

The United Nations' (UN) Human Rights Day is annually observed December 10 to mark the
anniversary of the presentation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Human Rights: A right that all people are born with is called a human right. Many people now
agree that there are many human rights. Some of the most basic rights are the right to live and the right
to believe what one chooses. Many people think that a government should protect the human rights of
its entire people.

Civil Rights and Human Rights: All people have certain rights. These are often divided into
human rights and civil rights. Human rights include the right to live as a free person, the right to have
shelter and food, and the right not to be mistreated. These rights belong to all humans just because they
are human. Civil rights are rights that are granted to citizens by a government. For example,
governments may decide who can vote, who can buy property, or who can be educated.

Kinds of Human Rights: People believe in many kinds of human rights. Some kinds of rights put
limits on government power. These include the right to freedom, the right to equal treatment under the
law, and the right not to be tortured. Other kinds of rights sometimes require governments to provide
services. They include the right to a free education, the right to be protected from unemployment, and
the rights to food and housing. Still other rights require world cooperation. These include the right to
peace and the right to live in a healthy environment

Human Rights Through the Ages

Early Times: People in many early societies had no rights. They had only duties that they owed to
their ruler. The ancient Greeks and Romans were probably the first people to think much about rights.
A Roman group called the Stoics believed in something that they called natural law. They said that
natural law gave some rights to everyone, even people who were not citizens of Rome.

The Enlightenment and Afterward

The 1600s and 1700s were a time in European history that is called the Enlightenment. John Locke of
England was an Enlightenment thinker who wrote that individual rights are older than governments. In
France, Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that the purpose of governments is to protect those rights. Other
thinkers called such rights “the rights of man.”

The American Revolution (1775-83) and the French Revolution of 1789 grew out of these ideas. The U.S.
Declaration of Independence lists “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness” as rights that “all men”
get from God. French people wrote the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.



Human Rights Since World War 11

After World War Il (1939-45), the world learned that Nazi Germany had killed millions of Jews and other
civilians (people not fighting the war). This crime is called the Holocaust. An international court at
Nuremberg, Germany, put Nazi leaders on trial for “crimes against humanity.” The Holocaust convinced
many countries that it was necessary to protect the basic rights of people everywhere.

A number of these countries formed an organization called the United Nations (UN) in 1945. In 1948 the
UN issued a document called the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The declaration calls for
“human rights” instead of “the rights of man” because it includes women'’s rights. The declaration has
30 articles, or sections. They mention many different rights.

Consisting of a preamble and 30 articles, it is a virtual compendium of all civil and political rights derived
from past constitutional and legal systems. In addition to restating the provisions of the United States
Bill of Rights, it deals with such matters as: the right to marriage, freedom to leave one's country and
return to it, the right of asylum from persecution, the right to take part in government, the right to
social security, the right to work, the right to equal pay for equal work, the right to rest and leisure, the
right to an adequate standard of living, the rights of children, the right to an education, the right to
participate in the cultural life of the community, and the right to social and international order.

The Universal Declaration is not a treaty and therefore has no force of law in any society. It has been
used by governments and international organizations to judge how well human rights are observed
around the world.

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights investigates abuses of human
rights throughout the world. The office works with several other UN groups to protect the rights of men,
omen, and children everywhere.

Source: Human Rights: Britannica Junior Encyclopedia. Encyclopedia Britannica Online Library Edition.
Encyclopedia Britannica, 2010.
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