
APPENDIX 1 
 

MEMORANDUM AND  QUESTIONNAIRE CIRCULATED 
BY UNESCO ON THE THEORETICAL BASES OF THE RIGHTS OF MAN [UNESCO] 

 
[Editor’s  note: we have retained  the same syntax, spelling, idioms  and  language of  the original  1948 appendix.   The 

reader will  of  course be aware that the document represents  a  historical  understanding  of  rights, politics, race and 

personhood, etc., that may  seem alien  to  modern  sensibilities.   However, this  historical  context is  key  to 

understanding  the work that was  carried  out by  the symposium contributors  in  1947 and  1948.] 

 
The classical formulations of Human Rights which have been influential in Western culture were              
first stated in the eighteenth century. They were drawn up on the basis of a conception of                 
individual human rights as absolute and inherent. They thus followed out for the individual the               
conception which had inspired the idea of the Divine Right of Kings and the imprescriptible               
rights divinely conferred on the Church, although they attempted to set up against the notion               
of  Divine  Right an  equally absolute but non-theological  formulation  of  inherent Natural  Rights. 
 
Two historical events had been mainly responsible for preparing the way for this formulation of               
human rights - first, the Reformation with its appeal to the absolute authority of the individual                
conscience, and secondly the rise of early capitalism with its emphasis on freedom of individual               
enterprise from  the shackles  of  Church  or State authority. 
 
The eighteenth century formulation of Human Rights was truly revolutionary, as shown by its              
importance in the American and French revolutions and its subsequent effects on political             
thought in the early nineteenth century; and the subsequent 50 years have been devoted to               
attempts towards the realization of the ideals therein embodied. Great progress has been             
made in this effort, despite setbacks and obscurations. Thus, after the first half of the               
nineteenth century, the principle of religious freedom has been scarcely questioned in the             
Western democracies, and the right of the individual to the franchise has been progressively              
rendered more general. Similarly, the principle of the right of national groups to             
self-determination  was  much  extended. 
 
On the other hand, the passage of time also revealed various unexpected shortcomings and              
difficulties. Thus it soon became apparent that political freedom by no means guaranteed             
economic or social freedom. The industrial workers of the mid-nineteenth century were            
certainly no better off than those of earlier ages, and the freedom to choose one's employment                
appeared a dubious privilege when the alternative was not to be employed at all. Again, the                
freedom of individual enterprise became profoundly modified through the rise of even larger             
business and financial combinations, culminating in the enormous trusts and cartels, often            
international in their operation of the twentieth century Freedom of the press was similarly,              
though to a less extent, curtailed by the twentieth century developments which so largely              
converted the press into an affair of big business, of State policy or of party politics, and led to                   
the formation  of  newspaper chains  and  syndicated  news. 
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Meanwhile, there were developments in thought which profoundly affected men's general           
Outlook. Among these, two of the most important were the promulgation and general             
acceptance of the theory of evolution, and the rise of Marxism. The chief effect of both of these                  
on the question of Human Rights was to provide a dynamic and relativistic frame of reference                
for their consideration. It was realized that all the manifestations of life, including human              
societies, evolve and change, and accordingly that human rights, whether of individuals or of              
groups, can  be properly  considered only in  relation  to  the conditions  of  time and  place. 
 
In addition, Marxist theory laid especial stress on material and economic conditions, thus             
re-emphasizing the need to analyze the effects of technological advance and of changes in              
socioeconomic structure on human rights, as ideals, as working conceptions and as effective             
instruments. One of the most important effects of technological advance on our problem was              
the increased power of military weapons, which made rebellion against authority far more             
difficult  and  dangerous. 
 
In the international field, the end of the first World War saw an early attempt at a general                  
formulation of the rights of groups, in the shape of the principle of national self-determination;               
but its incompleteness and vagueness were speedily realized when the results of efforts to put               
it into practical operation were appraised. To the last few decades also belong the attempts to                
formulate' the rights of nations and similar groups in relation to the rights of international or                
supra-national  groupings -  attempts which are still  continuing. 
 
Finally, the widespread unemployment of the inter-war period, with its acute financial            
depression, spelled a crisis for the development of the eighteenth century formulation of the              
rights of man: among other things, it led to a rapid development of schemes of social security,                 
which are counter to  many of  their traditional  individualist conceptions. 
 
Meanwhile, these conceptions had been challenged in another way - by the development of              
the U.S.S.R. after the revolution of 1917. Historically, Russia had never passed through a period               
comparable to that which had marked the Reformation and the early rise of capitalism in the                
west, when the emphasis had been on the freedom of the individual in regard both to                
conscience and opinion and to economic enterprise, as against organized authority whether of             
Church or State. Furthermore, events soon drove it to adopt the principle of over-all planning               
and  of  one-party Government. 
 
However, one new individual right of freedom was incorporated into Soviet constitutional            
theory and practice - namely freedom from exploitation for private profit. Further, the             
principles of racial non-discrimination and of cultural self-determination for the so-called           
nationalities of  the U.S.S.R.  have been  thoroughly implemented  in  practice. 
 
Under these circumstances, a quite different working conception of human rights grew up in              
the Soviet sphere, as is witnessed by the present frequent opposition of the western and the                
communist usage of  the word "democracy". 
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In addition, the revolutionary situation, which was accompanied by both external and internal             
threats to the stability of the regime, made it inexpedient to allow full freedom of opinion and                 
conscience, of  expression, of  press, or information. 
 
In this connexion, it is to be recalled that all nations restrict some or all of these freedoms in                   
situations of emergency such as war or revolution; and further that, as a matter of historical                
fact, political and other conditions have often affected the degree of freedom allowed in              
particular spheres  (for instance, in  the case of  the Roman  Catholic minority in  Britain). 
 
We must also note that the twentieth century has witnessed a trend towards organized              
economic and social plaining in a number of countries other than the U.S. S.R., including some                
of the western democracies. Since organized planning automatically restricts certain traditional           
individual freedoms, this has led to renewed interest in a consideration of their theoretical              
basis. 
 
Thus from one angle the present state of the subject may be regarded as a confrontation of two                  
different working conceptions of human rights, which have arisen from different historical            
formulations and have developed in relation to different sets of social circumstances. The one              
started from the premise of inherent individual rights, and with a bias against a strong central                
authority and against government interference, while the other was based upon Marxist            
principles and the premise of a powerful central government, and early wedded to total              
planning (which automatically magnifies the central power) and to one-party Government           
(which inevitably restricts certain political freedoms). Each has become modified in the course             
of its history, and in both cases many of the modifications have been in the direction of the                  
other system. 
 
These two working conceptions are in some ways complementary, in others opposed. One of              
the major tasks in immediately ahead of us is thus clearly to find some common measure for                 
the future development of the two tendencies, or in the terms of the Marxist dialectic to effect                 
a  reconciliation  of  the two  opposites  in  a  higher  synthesis. 
 
In this connexion it is worth remarking that the ideal held up by both tendencies is far from                  
dissimilar. The western formulation presupposed that liberty would be followed by equality and             
fraternity, in economic and social as well as political opportunity, while Marx expressly laid              
down that the dictatorship of the proletariat, once it has been successfully implemented, will              
be followed by a "withering away of the State". Again, many western social philosophers              
incline to the view that truly free enterprise in an age of abundance made possible by the                 
application of science will be able to dispense with all kinds of restrictions on individual               
freedom and opportunity, while conversely Marxist theory maintains that collectivism properly           
applied  will eventually permit  the fullest  degree  of  individual  development  and  variety. 
 
We must not, however, neglect the fact that in other parts of the world other theories of                 
human rights have emerged, are emerging, or are destined to emerge. Fascism is one such.               
Most thinkers agree that it can be shown to be untenable on theoretical grounds, and in any                 
case it has  been  discredited  and  defeated  in  practice. 
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Then a quite new formulation of human rights would be required to embody the views of a                 
man like Mahatma Gandhi, or of those numerous Indian thinkers who believe in the social               
importance and individual value of meditation and mystical experience. And we can be             
reasonably sure that the ferment of thought now apparent in the peoples of black and brown                
and yellow skin-colour from Africa to the Far East, is destined to result in still other                
formulations. 
 
Meanwhile the immediate issue is clear. The world of man is at a critical stage in its political                  
social and economic evolution. If it is to proceed further on the path towards unity, it must                 
develop a common set of ideas and principles. One of those is a common formulation of the                 
rights of man. This common formulation must by some means reconcile the various divergent              
or opposing formulations now in existence. It must further be sufficiently definite to have real               
significance both as an inspiration and as a guide to practice, but also sufficiently general and                
flexible to apply to all men, and to be capable of modification to suit peoples at different stages                  
of social and political development while yet retaining significance for them and their             
aspirations. 
 
These considerations  point to  several  lines  of  enquiry, both  general  and  special. 
 
(A) GENERAL. 
 

1. What are the relations between the political, the social and the economic rights of              
individuals (of different sexes and ages) and of groups, in societies of different types and               
in  different  historical  circumstances? 
 

2. How far are the differences between the divergent formulations of ideal human rights             
and freedoms in different societies accurate indications of the material differences in            
economic and  social  conditions  in  the regions concerned? 

 
3. How far have the personal relations and group relations (e.g. class, national and             

international) of man been altered in the main advanced regions of the world during the               
last hundred  years, 

 
a. by intellectual and cultural developments in the fields of the sciences, the arts             

and  philosophy. 
 

b. by material and social developments in the field of applied science and            
technology, social and economic structure and national and international         
organization? 

 
4. In  particular; 

 

4 
Download  a pdf  version  of  this file at 

www.rebusinstitute.com 



a. how far have the traditional human rights of the l8th Century Declarations been             
affected by the industrial revolution and its consequences before the first word            
war? 
 

b. to what extent have the rights of individuals and groups been modified, in theory              
and  in  practice, by developments since  that time? 

 
5. What  are the relations  between  rights  and  duties?  (a)  for individuals (b)  for groups?  

And  what  are the relations  of  individual  freedoms  to  corporate or social  responsibilities? 
 

6. What  emergencies  justify the restriction  or abrogation  of  normal  rights  and  freedoms? 
 
(B) SPECIAL 
 
what, in the world to-day, are the theoretical grounds, the practical extent, and the efficient               
guarantees  of  specific  rights  or freedoms,  such  as: 
 

1. Freedom of  conscience or worship (a)  for individuals  (b)  for organized  religious groups: 
 

2. Freedom of  speech  (the right to  free  speech)  and  freedom  of  opinion: 
 

3. Freedom of  assembly: 
 

4. Freedom of  association  and  freedom  for consequent action  (the right to  strike): 
 

5. Freedom of movement (a) within (b) across national boundaries (c) freedom to leave             
one nation  for another: 

 
6. Freedom of communications and the right to accurate information (a) within (b) across             

national  boundaries  (freedom  of  the press  etc.): 
 

7. Political freedom and equality (a) for organized political parties (b) for individuals in the              
exercise of  the franchise (the right to  vote): 

 
8. Freedom of  expression (including  freedom  of  the writer and  the artist): 

 
9. Freedom and  equality of  economic, social  and  educational  opportunity: 

 
10. Freedom of  opportunity for pursuit of  the good life: 

 
11. Freedom of  teaching: 

 
12. Freedom of  scientific and  philosophical  enquiry and  publication: 

 
13. The right to  work or not to  work; the right of  leisure: 
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14. Freedom and equality of access to the means of subsistence (a) for individuals (b) for               

nations: 
 

15. Freedom from  fear (the right to  protection): 
 

16. Freedom from want (economic rights: the right to economic security and to a basic level               
of  material  well-being): 

 
17. Freedom from  exploitation  and  oppression  (social  rights): 

 
18. The right to  justice: 

 
19. Freedom from  preventible disease (the right to  health): 

 
20. The right to  property:  

 
21. The rights and freedoms of minorities. (e) racial (b) political (c) religious (d) cultural. or               

linguistic including the right to  self-determination: 
 

22. The rights  and  freedoms  of  politically dependent  (non-self-governing)  peoples: 
 

23. The rights of nations in relation (a) to each other (b) to existing or possible international                
or supra-national  organizations: 

 
24. The rights  of  women, of  children, of  the disabled  and  of  the aged: 

 
25. Any other rights  and  freedoms? 

 
 
 
 
Paris, March  1947 
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