
“Human rights1 only work if everyone, 
everywhere, subscribes to them; otherwise, 
they are doomed to fail.” To what extent do 
you agree with this statement? 
 

Article 2 of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights2: 

‘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...’ 

 

It is quite difficult to answer fully if one does not understand the question fully, and there are 
far too many ambiguities in this question to guarantee a precise answer. My problem is 
particularly with the word ‘fail’: Does the failure to enact all the articles of UDHR (Universal 
declaration of Human Rights) constitute an absolute failure? Because, to obey all of its 
articles, the UDHR must be applied universally (see Article 2). When it states that ‘Everyone 
is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration’, it does not mean that 
they must be applied only on some tiny island nation, but that they must be applied 
worldwide, with no deviations from the original code, and that any failure to do so is a failure 
to uphold the rights of humanity. If this is the main criterion for what constitutes success and 
failure, the UDHR has been a failure from its conception.  

However, the general definition of failure is ‘an absence of success’3, and success is ‘meeting 
one’s objectives’. Thus, failure can be summarised as the ‘absence of one’s objectives being 
met’, and we can best define failure and success by noting the objectives and the completion / 
lack of completion of them.  The principle objective of the UDHR was, in the words of its 
Preamble, ‘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’. I think that we are some way there, a fact which is demonstrated by the large 
numbers of Human Rights Charities and people who support them, and the transformation of 
the UDHR into law in many countries around the world. Throughout this essay, I aim to 
examine the reasons why human rights have not been adopted by some regimes, are not 
respected by some people, and to answer the significance of those which have, placing these 
facts in the wider context of whether the absence of the universal adoption of the UDHR 
makes it a useless document.  

The very existence of charities like Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and the 
BIHR means that human rights are respected by a large swathe of the international population 
(Amnesty has over 7 million members), and that that large swathe seeks to ‘promote respect 
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for these rights and freedoms’. Human rights are now used as the basis of key arguments for 
such momentous actions as intervention in Libya, and abuse of them can spark protests 
numbering hundreds of thousands of people4. Human rights have become practically 
embedded into Western democracy, and any attack on them will be met by public outcry, as 
Mrs. May learnt to her cost when she floated the idea of removing Human Rights from 
British law.  

However, those who attack human rights as a failure will point out that they are not quite so 
well observed, for example, in China and the Middle East. I would reply that these countries 
are ruled by fundamentally undemocratic regimes, and, if they were to release their 
stranglehold on the media, allow free speech, and treat those who have offended them to a 
fair trial, they would be quickly toppled by their oppressed populations. Yet even in these 
oppressed states, there are human rights activists like Wu Gan, who is currently imprisoned in 
China. Even when death is a possible penalty for standing up for Human Rights, people stand 
up for them5. I should say that it is a positive virtue of the UDHR that it is not adopted in 
such countries and yet is still campaigned for: there would be something seriously wrong 
with a document purporting to set out the ‘fundamental freedoms of man’ if it were adopted 
in states that deny all liberty to their citizens.  

We must also recognise that the UDHR is a Declaration rather than a Convention. Permit me 
briefly to explain the difference between the two6. A convention, in any context, can be 
defined as an agreement, whether between two people or two hundred nations, and, in the 
context of international relations, is legally binding. A declaration is simply a statement of 
intent, and, the context of international relations, is not legally binding. Eleanor Roosevelt, 
Charles Malik, Peng-chun Chang, John Humphrey, and René Cassin knew that it would be 
impossible to get all the world’s regimes to agree to a legally binding document that would 
guarantee the rights of humans the world over, but they still created it as a declaration. The 
UDHR was made as an ambition rather than a reality, and it remains an ambition, thought 
slightly further along the road to reality. Does that make it a failure?  

Human Rights, though not enshrined in International Law, have enjoyed some success on the 
continental scale, and have been placed into European law with the ECHR (European 
Convention of Human Rights). This has largely guaranteed free speech and freedom 
throughout Europe, and has been used as a key example of the potential for the UDHR to be 
turned into a legally binding document effectively. It shows that Human rights can be 
effectively enforced, and presides over the largest area where no capital punishment takes 
place that the world has ever seen (barring Russia and Azerbaijan, which have not signed 
protocol 13, and Armenia, which is in the process of ratifying protocol 13). 

Numbered among the key cases that the European Court of Human Rights has made rulings 
on is a court battle between Ireland and the UK in November 1977, where the UK was found 
guilty of ‘inhuman and degrading treatment of prisoners interned without trial’78. The court 
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ruled that this was against the Convention, though were relatively lenient due to the 
mitigating circumstances (the troubles). The European Court of Human Rights has made 
judgements on fifty-six thousand, eight hundred and ninety-seven9 similar cases at time of 
writing, and, in each of them has made reference to the convention, and passed thoughtful 
decisions based on circumstances and law. If anyone were to say that Human Rights only 
work if enforced universally, they should be referred to the ECHR. It proves that Human 
rights can be enforced within a small area, and do a lot of good in upholding individuals’ 
rights.  

To conclude, I believe that the ambition for the UDHR to become truly universal and 
acknowledged all the world over is a good and virtuous one espoused by the document itself. 
However, the failure to reach that objective immediately should not be a cause for despair, or 
for Human Rights to be labelled a failure. In the context of the deeply oppressive regimes 
throughout the world, and the backward ways of many nations, the UDHR is still quite a 
shockingly radical document, and it requires a whole world order to be overturned before it 
can be truly followed. There will be no overnight change, but the slow topple of dictators’ 
statues will drag freedom and Human Rights upwards until ‘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’.  

  

 

 

“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… 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 
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