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An international bill of rights
Because the Charter made references to universal human rights but did not specify them, early UN diplomacy sought to fill that void. On Decem- ber 10, 1948, the General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was, according to Eleanor Roosevelt, then chair of the UN Human Rights Commission, a statement of aspirations.43  Its thirty principles covered the same range of rights long endorsed by many western leaders and private parties: rights of political participation and of civic freedom; rights to freedom from want in the form of entitlements to adequate food, clothing, shelter, and health care; and rights to free- dom from fear in the form of a pursuit of an international order in which all other rights could be realized. Even this Declaration, which in inter- national law was not immediately binding, proved too much for Saudi Arabia, South Africa, and the Soviet Union and five of its allies – all of which abstained. (All successor governments excepting Saudi Arabia publicly disavowed their abstentions by the mid-1990s.)
For the remaining forty-six members of the UN in 1948,  the Dec- laration could be negotiated rather rapidly by international standards, although there were many specific points of controversy.44  Most of the General Assembly members were represented by governments comfort- able with the notion of individual fundamental rights in the abstract, who did not object to their elaboration in this general way. During 1946–1948 there was relatively little acrimonious debate about universalism versus
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relativism, or about various generations of rights.  Especially the West European democracies were comfortable with the values found in the Universal Declaration, as it closely paralleled the domestic policies they wanted to pursue. Moreover, it cannot be stressed too much that in the mid-1940s the US Executive was in favor of socio-economic as well as civil-political rights. The Democratic Party, through its long control of the White House, had coped with economic depression after 1932 with broad governmental programming that responded to the failures of cap- italist markets to provide for the people (and, it must be noted, with par- ticipation in the Second World War which finally conquered high unem- ployment). Roosevelt had proposed an economic bill of rights in 1944.45
Truman strongly advocated a right to national health care, although he was never able to get his proposals approved by Congress. (Members of the Democratic Party from the states of the former Confederacy, how- ever, were mostly opposed to internationally recognized human rights.)

Women’s organizations were highly active in negotiating the Decla- ration and achieved a number of semantical changes to their liking.46
Feminist critiques of mainstream UN human rights developments were largely absent. With a female as chair of the Human Rights Commission, and with the creation of the UN Commission on the Status of Women, dominant opinion within the UN believed that sufficient attention was being paid to gender issues – especially since the UN Charter spoke of equality without regard to sex.
The negotiating process entailed a broad range of views, not just West- ern ones, although Africa and Asia were under-represented.47  Beyond Western Europe and North America, Latin American political elites were essentially western. Their governments reflected Iberian, and hence western, values in the abstract, rather than indigenous Indian values.48
The Latin American social democrats, working with the Canadian social democrat John Humphrey,  who was a UN international civil servant, were largely responsible for the wording on socio-economic rights; this language was not the product of the communist states.49  Lebanon was also strongly in favor of international human rights, being greatly affected
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by French influence. The same was true for the Philippines, being affected by American influence. The relatively easy adoption of the 1948 Univer- sal Declaration, a “mere” General Assembly non-binding recommenda- tion, was to prove a major step in the evolving attention to internationally recognized human rights. According to one source, it is “the essential document, the touchstone, the creed of humanity that surely sums up all other creeds directing human behaviour.”50  This most basic statement of international ethics is liberal in tone and content. In late 1948 the Cold War had not fully emerged, and so the Universal Declaration was approved. Had it been delayed for any reason beyond December 1948, it might never have passed the General Assembly. The Cold War soon deeply divided that body.
It proved much more time-consuming and controversial to translate the Universal Declaration into supposedly enforceable treaties.  The Great Powers were preoccupied by the Cold War. It was to take from 1948 to
1966 to accomplish the task of producing the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and also the International Covenant on Eco- nomic, Social, and Cultural Rights. These two treaties, discussed in chap- ter 3, together with the Universal Declaration, against the background of the UN Charter, make up the International Bill of Rights. Despite the fact that substantive negotiations for the two treaties were completed by

1966, it took another decade for the required number of legal adherences to be obtained in order to bring the treaties into legal force for full parties. This indicated a certain caution by states in moving from general princi- ples to specific treaty provisions that might prove to limit their freedom of choice in foreign and domestic policy – or what had been domestic policy prior to international legislation.

The negotiations after 1948  were complicated by several factors.51
The USA was in no hurry to move things forward, since the Execu-
tive Branch was under attack by certain powerful domestic groups fear-
ful of international pressures to change the existing American way of
life. The Executive was sometimes seen as in favor of a domineering
federal government that would introduce foreign and excessively per-
missive principles and thus destroy the existing status quo as protected
by the US  Constitution and state/provincial governments.  The Soviet
bloc and the developing countries seized the opportunity to push for
economic and social rights in ways, and to an extent, that troubled the
western bloc. The western group finally accepted socio-economic rights
