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Reviewed by David Tan’

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is the product of the
untiring efforts and resolute will of men and women from all parts
of the world. Today, the principles enshrined in the Declaration are
the yardstick by which we measure human progress . . . . Human
rights are foreign to no culture and intrinsic to all nations. They
belong not to a chosen few, but to all people. It is this universality
that endows human rights with the power to cross any border and
defy any force.!

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights? differs from all other inter-
national human rights instruments primarily in one respect: its influence
was not intended to remain confined within one particular culture or one
civilization, but rather it was envisaged as a universal set of principles and
values to guide and govern all human coexistence. The Evolution of Interna-
tional Human Rights: Visions Seen was written specifically for the landmark
occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, and focuses on one of the most significant issues of our time—inter-
national human rights. Since its adoption in 1948, the Universal Declara-
tion has assumed a preeminent status among human rights advocates, ac-
quiring significant moral and political force, inspiring a plethora of aca-
demic literature and philosophical musings, influencing important interna-
tional legal instruments® and governmental actions, and contributing to
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customary international law.? It has become one of the best known and most
often cited documents in history. Today, however, a gaping chasm remains
between the laudable rhetoric of the Universal Declaration and the reality of
human rights action as pations appear to have lost sight of this historic vi-
sion in their political stratagems.

In Visions Seen, Paul Gordon Lauren optimistically celebrates a worldwide
human rights movement as a result of international developments seeking to
implement the Universal Declaration, and takes on a proselytizing fervor.
While proclaiming triumphantly that “the world has witnessed a veritable
revolution in transforming visions of international human rights into real-
ity,” he reminds us that “the revolution remains unfinished.”s In Lauren’s
view, the international human rights movement is inspired by “visions of
what it means to be truly human and a sense of responsibility to other
members of the same human family.”6

Lauren begins with an exegesis of the thoughtful and insightful visions of
prophets, philosophers, and religious and political leaders. He is of the view
that despite their differences in origins and interpretations, all these visions
of human rights raised profoundly disturbing issues about what it means to
be human. Every vision, he argues, presented difficult philosophical ques-
tions about how individuals relate to society, whether people have responsi-
bilities to others, and the role that ethical values should play in human be-
havior. In this comprehensive treatise on the evolution of the human rights
movement, Lauren guides the reader through a remarkable history of the
struggle for freedom and dignity brought about by visionaries who caused
us to reexamine our assumptions and raised acutely disconcerting questions
about our values.
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Lauren appears to be a visionary himself, when he waxes lyrical about the
persistence of idealism: “[a}ll the visionaries imagined a world in which hu-
man rights would be respected more than they had ever been in the past,
and they all believed that they could make a difference.”” His account of
religious visions include Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, Hinduism,
Islam, and Judaism. He argues thar these visions all express ideals of the best
human relationships rather than reality and appear to establish a common
sense of responsibility toward all of humankind. The philosophical and
moral visions are more fragmented. While they all have a nexus to human
nature, natural law and natural rights, it is more difficult to discern a uni-
versal theme between them, beyond the expression of an ideal of the best of
human nature. Here Lauren’s historical account is excellent and allows the
reader who is unfamiliar with the birth of the concept of human rights to
gain important insights into its genesis in different cultures. An examina-
tion of the history of the world through the last two centuries reveals that
most people experienced not human rights, but human wrongs. Up to the
end of the nineteenth century, almost all who lived and died found them-
selves confronting various forms of prejudice, discrimination and, in some
cases, persecution based on race, gender, caste, class, belief, ethnicity or place
of origin.

The reaction against the tyranny of power evolved slowly in the midst of
this hostile historical environment. The creation of the League of Nations
with responsibilities for the world as a whole prompted the proliferation of
expressions? like “a new world order,” “internationalism” and “universalism.”
At the same time, a global movement for “rights” started in conjunction
with decolonization. Lauren’s historical account of the League of Nations
and the insidious threats posed to it by fascism, militarism and Nazism
makes compelling reading. While the League of Nations attempted to ad-
dress a cacophonous panoply of rights—including the rights of labor, the
rights of ethnic and religious minorities, the rights of indigenous people in
colonial territories, the rights of women and children and the rights of refu-
gees—its institutional structure and its uneasy compromise of politics and
diplomacy created irreconcilable conflicts and tensions between the Great
Powers and all other states. As Lauren points out, the development of the
idea of world peace with a respect for rights owed much to the traumatic
experiences associated with Hitler, the Third Reich and World War I
Many of those who survived the Holocaust believed that they could learn
lessons from history and, thus, led a crusade to forge a peace that was based
on avoiding the mistakes of the past. High on the agenda was ensuring that
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the heinous crimes of torture and genocide would never be committed again.
At the same time, “peace” was defined as entailing the protection of civil
and political rights.

While one may feel a sense of post-war exhilaration at the inclusion of ref-
erences to “fundamental human rights” in the Charter of the United Na-
tions,? the Charter fails to define precisely what is meant by the expression
“human rights.” This vagueness, although arguably a necessary part of the
negotiation process, proved problematic in the years to come. The deepening
polarization and increasing tension between the democratic and capitalist
Western nations and the communist East was fleetingly suspended at the
San Francisco Conference, but just long enough to create a Charter that was
generous in appearance but vague in substance. The absence of any discus-
sion of details of civil and political rights or social and economic rights was
striking; in fact, Article 2(7) seemed to have been included as a defiant ges-
ture by the Great Powers to exclude any intervention in their domestic af-
fairs by the international community. Convened by UNESCO to assist in the
drafting of the proposed Declaration on Fundamental Human Rights and
Freedoms, the special Committee on the Philosophic Principles of the
Rights of Man determined in early 1947 that their aim was not to achieve
doctrinal consensus among all divergent ideologies, but rather to develop a
formulation of what common grounds for agreement might be discovered to
draft an international bill of human rights. The Committee concluded:
“Human rights have become, and must remain universal. All the rights
which we have come slowly and laboriously to recognize belong to all men
everywhere without discrimination of race, sex, language or religion. They
are universal.”10

But philosophy ultimately must bow to politics. The dramatic political
battle waged behind the scenes reflected a hypocrisy on the part of the gov-
ernments, as they resorted to the shield of Article 2(7) when confronted with
petitions to the United Nations by individuals or minority groups who suf-
fered prejudice, persecution or discrimination.

In order to accommodate the plurality of views and to anticipate any po-
tential charges of cultural imperialism, the recommended draft Declaration
trod a cautious line that bridged East and West, Communist and non-
Communist, industrialized and developing nations. Lauren argues that the
text of this Declaration was “designed to create and then proclaim a vi-
sion,”!! and would “serve as an inspiration for subsequent action.”’? Ac-
cordingly, when the UN General Assembly adopted the Universal Declara-
tion on December 10, 1948, critics reacted quickly to discredit the Declara~
tion as a mere statement of principle with no legally binding authority and
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12. Id. at 235.
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pointed out its vagueness and deficiencies. Nevertheless, the Universal Dec-
laration continues to inspire individuals, organized groups and governments
to international, regional and national actions on behalf of human rights.t?

While visions may inspire and spur some to action, Lauren’s constant re-
minder of their significance in the evolution of human rights, in particular
its incipience in the UN Charter, begins to grate on the reader about half-
way through the book. Lauren’s concluding chapter is a clarion call to ac-
tion, invoking all from Mo Zi to Mandela, from Mohandas Gandhi to Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr. While Lauren intended his accounts of the inspiring
and courageous acts of these “visionaries” to represent a universal respect for
human rights, one cannot help but wonder whether the proselytizing fet-
ishism of visions in the quest for global peace and respect for human rights
has undermined the diversity of cultures. The heart of a culture involves
language, religion, values, traditions and customs.!4 Therefore, while mod-
ern societies may possess much in common, they do not necessarily merge
into homogeneity. While one may recognize that the guiding principles in
the Universal Declaration are “universal,” one must remember that there are
no universal models for implementing human rights standards.!> Progress
on the international human rights movement can only be achieved by a
genuine dialogue based on mutual respect and a willingness to listen and
understand, across national borders and differences in cultures.
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