
Paris, 18 June 1947 
 

UNITED NATIONS EDUCATIONAL SCIENTIFIC AND CULTURAL ORGANISATION 
(UNESCO) 

 
From His Excellency Monsieur Jacques Maritain, French Ambassador at the Holy See. 

 
Communication with regard to the  

Draft World Declaration on the Rights of Man 
 
1. In my view there arises first of all a question of method. It seems to me eminently 
desirable to formulate a World Declaration of the Rights of Man which would be, as it 
were, the moral charter of the civilized world, but it seems clear that, while practical 
agreement in regard to such a Declaration is possible, theoretical agreement is 
impossible. 
 
Owing to the historical development of mankind and to ever-widening crises in the 
modern world, and to the advance, however precarious, of moral conscience and of 
reflection, men have to-day become conscious, more fully than before, though still to a 
very imperfect extent, of a number of practical truths regarding their life in common 
upon which they can agree, but which derive from the thought of each of them 
individually - depending upon their schools of thought, their philosophical and religious 
traditions, their area of civilization and their historical experiences - from extremely 
different, or even fundamentally opposed, theoretical conceptions.  
 
It would doubtless not be easy, but it would be possible, to establish a common 
formulation of these practical conclusions or, in other words, of the different rights 
recognized as pertaining to the human being, in his personal and social existence.  
 
On the other hand, it would be quite hopeless to look for a common rational justification 
of those practical conclusions and of those rights. To do so would risk, either seeking to 
impose an arbitrary dogmatism, or to be confronted at once by unbridgeable gulfs.  For 
in the sphere of rational justifications, in the speculative or theoretical sphere, the 
question of the rights of man involves the whole philosophy of life, the whole system of 
moral and metaphysical (or anti-metaphysical) certainties to which each of us 
subscribes.  
 
As long as there is no unity of faith or of philosophy between human beings, the sphere 
of rational justifications will remain one of division. Only in the sphere of practical 
assertions (at which each man arrives along speculative lines and by different or 
contrasting justifications) is an agreement - itself practical - possible. 
 
2. From these considerations it follows that the preparation of a World Declaration of the 
Rights of Man becomes a collective task, necessitating a more pragmatic than 
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theoretical approach.  
 
In my view it should leave on one side as far as possible (except in the process of prior 
reflection engaged in by each individual, in regard to which the views expressed in the 
memorandum are likely to be very valuable) preoccupation with theoretical justifications, 
and should proceed by consultation and cooperation between representatives of the 
different schools of thought and ways of civilization into which men to-day ore grouped, 
who should first of all be asked, each in turn, to formulate the articles of a Declaration of 
Rights, as each conceives it. The practical conclusions of the disciples of Locke, 
Rousseau or Tom Paine, Roman Catholicism; Marx-Leninism, Humanitarian Socialism, 
Existentialism, Rationalism, Greek Orthodoxy, Calvinism, Gandhism, Confucianism, 
etc., would thus be formulated (without their ideological context). They would then be 
compared with each- other, and the formulae would be recast and perfected by 
common effort, so as to make them acceptable to all as embodying a practical 
convergence of views, whatever the differences of theoretical perspective. 
 
3. I think that the difficulties, presented by such a process of comparison and recasting 
would not prove insuperable, and that we could thus arrive at the draft of a new and 
enlarged Declaration of the Rights of Man which would constitute a noteworthy' 
landmark on the food towards the unification of the world. In particular, the conception, 
which holds the field in classic individualism, of human rights and liberties as being 
concerned with man’s personal destiny, and the conception, which holds the field in 
Marxist perspectives, of his rights and liberties as a being involved in the historic 
mission of the communities to which he belongs, would as the memorandum rightly 
suggests, end by completing, and coordinating with, each other - within, I repeat, the 
sphere of the practical assertions and conclusions formulated in the articles of the 
Charter in question. But I do not think it would be reasonable to hope for more than this 
practical convergence. If a reconciliation of theories and an ideological synthesis are to 
be aimed at, this could only come about as a result of a vast philosophical labor of 
investigation and purification which would involve superior intuitions, a new process of 
systematization and the radical criticism of a large number of errors - a labor which, by 
that very fact, and even if it succeeded in exerting an important influence on civilization, 
would remain one doctrine among many accepted by some and rejected by others, and 
could not claim to establish, in actual fact, universal ascendancy over men's minds. 
 
4. I am not, however, forgetting that I am a philosopher, and it is as such that I should 
like to reply briefly to some of the questions asked in the memorandum, in the full 
realization, however, that in looking at things from a certain philosophical point of view - 
the point of view which is, for me, the true one - I shall be unable to count upon the 
agreement of those who subscribe to other philosophical principles. 
 
It does not seem to me correct to say that the eighteenth-century conception of the 
Rights of Man was the application to the individual of the idea of the Divine Right of 
Kings, or of that of the imprescriptible rights divinely conferred on the Church. I would 
rather say that that conception presupposes, in its distant origins, the long history of the 
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ideas of natural law and of the law of nations evolved in ancient and mediaeval times, 
and derives, in its Immediate origins, from the univocal distortion and the rationalist 
rigidity which those ideas, to their very great detriment, have undergone since Grotius 
and especially since the advent of a completely geometrising reason.  We have thus 
arrived at treating the individual as a god and making all the rights conferred upon him 
into the absolute and unlimited rights of godhead. 
 
In my opinion any rational justification of the idea of the rights of man, as of the idea of 
law in general, demands that we should rediscover the idea of natural law, distorted by 
eighteenth-century rationalism, in its true metaphysical connotations, its realistic 
dynamism and the humility of its relation with nature and experience.  We are then able 
to understand how a certain ideal order, rooted in the nature of man and of human 
society, can impose moral demands valid throughout the world of experience, history 
and fact, and can establish, for the conscience as for the written law, the permanent 
principle and the elementary and universal criteria of rights and duties, 
 
5. We can understand at the same time how natural law requires supplementing in 
accordance with variations of circumstance and time by the contingent provisions pf 
human law, and how knowledge by human groups of the duties and rights involved in 
natural law itself develops slowly and painfully according to the evolution of the group, 
and, although subject to all kinds of obscuration, ultimately progresses throughout 
history and will never stop growing richer and more exact. The immense part played by 
economic and social conditioning here becomes apparent, notably the importance for 
modern man of the new outlooks and new problems, finally transcending liberal or 
bourgeois individualism and involving the social values of human life created by the 
crises and catastrophes of capitalist economy and the historic emergence of the 
proletariat. 
 
No declaration of the rights of man can ever be exhaustive and final.  It must always be 
expressed in terms of the state of the moral conscience and of civilization at any given 
moment of history. And it is just for this reason that, since the considerable success 
achieved at the end of the eighteenth century by the first written declarations, it has 
always been a matter of major interest for men to renew these declarations from age to 
age. 
 
6. Finally, a sound conception of natural law now enables us to understand 
the intrinsic differences which characterize natural law itself, the law of nations, positive 
law. And we can see that a declaration of the rights of man must inevitably group 
together rights of varying degrees, some of which correspond to an absolute 
requirement of natural law, such as the right to existence or the right to subscribe 
without interference by the State to the religion we believe to be true (freedom of 
conscience), others to a requirement of international law based on natural law but 
modified in its terms by human law and the requirements of "common usage" or the 
common good, such as the right to property or the right to work - others again, to an 
aspiration or wish of natural law sanctioned by positive law but with the restrictive 
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conditions required by the common good, such as freedom of the press, or more 
generally freedom of expression, freedom of instruction, freedom of 
association.  
 
These last freedoms cannot he set up as absolute and unconditional rights; on the other 
hand, they constitute rights (conditioned by the common good) which every society 
having reached the state of political Justice is bound to recognize. It is the misfortune of 
modern liberalism that it has made such a distinction impossible for itself, and as a 
result has been obliged to contradict itself or resort to hypocritical methods for limiting in 
practice the exercise of rights which it confused with fundamental natural rights and 
which it proclaimed in theory as absolute and inviolable. 
 
7. Two general remarks seem to me necessary. In the first place, the family, according 
to natural law, precedes in point of time the civil community and the State. It is, 
therefore, important in a declaration of rights to specify clearly the rights and liberties to 
be included in it and which human law does no more than sanction. 
 
In the second place, if it is true that the rights of man are founded upon natural law, 
which is itself the source at once of duties and of rights – these two ideas being 
moreover complementary - a declaration of rights should normally be supplemented by 
a declaration of the obligations and responsibilities of man toward the communities to 
which he belongs, and especially toward the family, the civil, and the international 
community. 
 
In particular, emphasis should be placed upon the obligations which are in conscience 
imposed upon a society of free men, and the right which such a society has to defend 
freedom by appropriate means, in conformity always with the institutional guarantees of 
justice and law against those who seek to use it for its own destruction. This question 
was raised, in terms which we are not likely to forget, by the acts of those who before 
the second world war constituted themselves the instruments of Fascist and racial 
propaganda and corruption, aiming at the breaking up of the democracies from within 
and the encouraging in men of the blind desire to free themselves from freedom. 
 
8. After this, as far as the enumeration and formulation of rights are concerned, may I 
refer, for a more complete account of my views than I can give here, to the sketch I 
made in my short work on "The Rights of Man and Natural Law" (Paris, Paul Hartmann), 
where I endeavored particularly to show how the declarations of the eighteenth century 
should be supplemented, taking into consideration not only the rights of man as a 
human person and as a civic person, but also his rights as a social person (engaged in 
the process of production and consumption), especially his rights as a working person. 
 
May I remark also that many helpful indications and suggestions can be found in the 
essay by George Gurvitch, "The Declaration of Social Rights" (New York, Édition de la 
Maison Française, 1944). 
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Finally, I would point out that as far as the freedom of the press and of the means of 
communication of thought are concerned, it seems to me impossible to deal with the 
question fully without consulting the work of the "Committee on the Freedom of the 
Press", which has conducted a full enquiry into all aspects of this problem in the United 
States in the last few years, and of which I had the honor to be a foreign member. 
 
Jacques Maritain 
1947 
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