
01. The Development of Human Rights



Definition of Human Rights

• What are Human Rights?

• http://www.humanrights.com/what-are-human-rights/
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Oxford Dictionary Definition of Human Rights

• “A right which is believed to belong to every person.”

• Human rights are the freedoms, standards and protections given to all 
humans

• No-one can take human rights away
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UN Definition of Human Rights

• “Human rights are rights inherent to All human beings regardless of 
nationality, sex, national, colour, religion etc”

• All equally entitled to our human rights without discrimination

• Human rights are all interrelated, interdependent and indivisible
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UN Definition of Human Rights

• Universal human rights are often expressed and guaranteed by law

 Treaties

 Customary international law

 General principles

 Other sources of international law

• International human rights law lays down obligations of Governments to 
act in certain ways or to refrain from certain acts

• To promote and protect human rights and fundamental freedoms of 
individuals or groups
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Definition of Human Rights 

• Human rights are designed to promote respect for human life and 
individuals

• They are universal; they apply to everyone

• One of the fundamental aims of human rights is to promote 

an international standard of life and conditions for humans everywhere

• Human rights are not privileges but given
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Wide Scope of Human Rights 

• The right to free speech

• The right to equality

• The right to an education 

• The right to marry and raise a family

• The right to a fair trial

• The freedom of movement

• The right to privacy

• The right to have a nationality

• The right to rest
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Human Rights: Core Values & Aims

1) Protection of Human Life 

2) Promotion of Human Dignity & Equality

3) Freedom

4) Limiting Power

5) Respect for Others

6) Non-discrimination & Tolerance

7) Justice

8) Responsibility
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1) Protection of Human Life 

• UN Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR):
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 Article 3 - Everyone has the right to life, liberty and 

security of person

 Article 4 - No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; 

slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms

 Article 5 - No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment or punishment



2) Promotion of Human Dignity & Equality

• Establish a basic standard of life for everyone

• Human dignity, equality and protection of life are the main pillars of 
human rights
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UDHR 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



3) Freedom

• One of the most rudimentary elements of human dignity

 The freedom of movement

 The freedom of speech

 The freedom of religion

 The freedom of thought
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4) Limiting Power

• Limiting political power of the King or government is one of the oldest 
struggles in human history
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Magna Carta (England, 1215)



5) Respect for Others

• If you do not respect other people, fails to appreciate their dignity as 
human beings, fails to appreciate their individuality, and ultimately fails to 
appreciate their human rights
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6) Non-discrimination & Tolerance

• If you discriminate against someone, do not tolerate their beliefs or 
differences
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7) Justice

• A core part of human rights

• The same legal protections and opportunities

• Punishing transgressions 
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8) Responsibility

• Positive rights: Responsibilities of what governments should provide

• Negative rights: Responsibilities of what governments are prohibited 
from doing

• Human rights responsibilities help to establish “prescriptive norms” 
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Human Rights: Core Values & Aims

• Key question:

How did human rights develop to their modern day status? 
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Early concepts of human rights

1) Prescriptive Norms

2) Religions & Ancient History

3) Natural Law 
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1) Prescriptive Norms

• Norms: expected standards, how we should behave, what should/must 
be, what is allowed or not allowed

• Norms tell us what is right and wrong

• Prescriptive norms influenced by as ethnics, morals, law, philosophy and 
religion
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1) Prescriptive Norms

• What is (reality)----------- What ought to be (ideal) 
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Certainly exist

Unwavering

True

Biology

The way things ought to be

Not necessarily true in reality

Norm



2) Influence from Religion & Ancient History

• Ten Commandments prohibits murder, theft, adultery, and false 
testimony

• Promotion of the ethical treatment of our fellow man and focus on 
freedoms

• Concepts of human dignity: 

 “Man has a certain dignity and was given dominion over the rest of creation.” 
(Genesis 1:26) 
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2) Influence from Religion & Ancient History

• Judaism - “Loving thy neighbour”, human rights value of respect and 
human dignity

• Islam - Teaches equality and features rights for women and slaves

 Qur’an - “O you who believe! be maintainers of Justice…if he be rich or poor, 
Allah is nearer to them both in compassion.” (An-Nisa 4:135)

• Hinduism - Protections of vulnerable people e.g. slaves, women

• Buddhism - Against the caste system in India, promoted women’s rights
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2) Influence from Religion & Ancient History
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2) Influence from Religion & Ancient History

1-3. Historical background of human rights

• Classic Roman and Greek societies started to come up with concepts of 
law and judicial systems aimed at protecting people and their natural rights, 
as well as establishing some sort of connection between the social and 
political authorities and the everyday citizens



2) Influence from Religion & Ancient History
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• Confucius

: the responsibility and necessity of the wealthy upper privileged echelons of 
society to focus on the general welfare and needs of ordinary people



3) Natural Law

• John Locke (1632 – 1704)
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 Everyone naturally has rights purely 
because they are human

 Natural rights are for everyone, not just the 
King

 Fought to limit the power of the King



4 key legal documents

1) Magna Carta (1215)

2) The English Bill of Rights (1689)

3) Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (1789)

4) The U.S. Bill of Rights (1791)
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1) Magna Carta (1215)

• Natural rights  → Legal rights

• Establishment of due process of law

• Providing Legal Guidelines

Made sure even the King had to obey the law

 Set out guidelines for how the King had to treat his people
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1) Magna Carta (1215)

• The right to justice and a fair trial

• The right of the church to be free from 
outside intrusion

• The right to own property

• It provided widows with rights

• It forbade bribery or other kinds 
misconduct
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Magna Carta 



2) The English Bill of Rights (1689)

• Controversy over the rights of parliament, not the 
king

• Chose to use his royal power rather than the law
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The Bill of Rights 

Ratified at the Revolution by 
King William, and Queen Mary, 

Previous to their Coronation 
(1783)

Royal Coat of Arms of the United Kingdom



2) The English Bill of Rights (1689)

• The provisions of the English Bill of Rights

 Less power for the King, more for Parliament

 An end to the King’s bypassing the law

 Charging taxes without grant of Parliament is illegal

 The right for the people to petition against their King

 The free election of members of Parliament

 The freedom of speech and debates in Parliament 
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English Bill of Rights of 1689



3) Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen   
(1789)

• The Citizen-centered of legal documents

• La Déclaration des droits de l'Homme et du citoyen 
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Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and of the Citizen in 1789



3) Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen   
(1789)

• Some of the key points of the Declaration

 Article 1: “All men are born and remain free and equal in rights.”

 Freedom: Liberty, freedoms of speech, religion and to own property

 All citizens were equal before the law

 Positions in public office were opened to all
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4) The U.S. Bill of Rights (1791)

• The purpose of the Bill of Rights

 To stop government intrusion into the 
daily lives of citizens 

 To ensure the upholding of basic civilian 
freedoms

• The cornerstone of basic American rights 
and freedoms 
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4) The U.S. Bill of Rights (1791)

• Some of the Bill’s main points

 Freedom of religion, speech, press and assembly

 Right to bear arms (guns)

 Freedom from unreasonable searches and seizures

 Right to due process of law

 Right to a speedy and public trial

 Powers reserved to the individual states
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Summary – Timeline 

1) Magna Carta (1215)

2) The English Bill of Rights (1689)

3) Declaration of the Rights of 

Man and of the Citizen (1789)

4) The U.S. Bill of Rights (1791)
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1) The United Nations Charter (1945)

• Background: the aftermath of WWII

• Aims: To preserve world peace, ensure 
security and develop relations and 
cooperation between nations

• Member: The United States, the United 
Kingdom, the Soviet Union, France and 
China ...

• http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-
nations/
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1) The United Nations Charter (1945)

• UN replaced The League of Nations

• UN’s central aims 

“Promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental 
freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.” 
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2) The Convention on the Prevention and Punishment  
of the Crime of Genocide (1948)
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Charter of the United Nations, United Nation



• Made up of 30 articles.

• Included many different types of rights:
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3) The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
(1948)

 Positive and negative rights

 Civil and politics rights

 Social, economic and cultural rights



3) The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
(1948)
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• Human rights are:
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3) The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
(1948)

 Universal

 Inalienable

 Interdependence



4) The Geneva Conventions (1949) 
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1864,  The Geneva Convention



4) The Geneva Conventions (1949) 

• Set out humanitarian principles for times of war, e.g:

 Basic rights of prisoners of war 

 Codes of conduct for the wounded

 Protections for civilians

• Ratified by 196 countries. 
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5) Refugees Conventions (1951)
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The Refugee Convention (1951)



5) Refugees Conventions (1951)

• UN Definition of a refugee:

“Someone who has been forced to flee his or her country because of 

persecution, war, or violence. A refugee has a well-founded fear of persecution 

for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a 

particular social group.”

• This definition excludes internally displaced people.
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5) Refugees Conventions (1951)

• The convention protected rights of refugees

• Offering asylum in another country 

• Refugees should legally equal in their new country

• Non-refoulment – no forcefully sending  refugees home
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• Human Rights: Core Values & Aims

• The historical evolution of human rights 

• Background
 Natural right

• Ealry legal documents
 The Magna Carta  

 The British and US Bill of Rights 

 France’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen

• The basis of human rights
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