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leanor Roosevelt was an 
h4 American who played a

J .  A  large role in the early
days of the United Nations. 
President Harry Truman, who 
succeeded Mrs. Roosevelt’s 
husband, Franklin D. Roo
sevelt, as president, nominated 
her to be a delegate from the 
United States to the first orga
nizing meeting of the General 
Assembly in London, in Janu
ary 1946. The charter had been 
ratified in October 1945, and it 
was time to put it to work to 
make the world a better place.

Before serving as a delegate, 
Roosevelt had little experience 

with international meetings. 
But she had a very

strong interest and 
belief in the 

United 
Wt Nations, 

and after 
the miseries 

suffered dur
ing World War 

IIP ’̂ V  ' II, she knew the 
world needed a 

strong international 
organization.
On the trip to London, 

r she tried to read all the 
papers from the U.S. State 
Department to understand the 
position of the United States on 
various subjects. The other del
egates from the United States 
were mostly congressmen and

senators, and she was the only 
woman on the U.S. delegation.

Roosevelt was asked to serve 
on Committee Three, which 
dealt with humanitarian, educa
tional, and cultural issues. One 
of the first items her committee 
dealt with was the subject of 
war refugees who did not want 
to return to their countries.

Western countries, including 
the United States, took the posi
tion that all refugees must be 
guaranteed the right to choose 
whether they would return to 
their homes. Communist coun
tries, under the leadership of 
the Soviet Union, argued that 
refugees should be forced to 
return home and perhaps be 
punished if they were found to 
be traitors. Roosevelt was asked 
to speak for the United States, 
and the majority of countries 
supported the Western position.

Also, while in London, the 
General Assembly established 
the Economic and Social Coun
cil, which created a Human 
Rights Commission. In addition 
to being a delegate to the 
United Nations, Roosevelt 
became the U.S. representative 
on this commission. She con
sidered this her most important 
assignment. She was elected 
chair, and the group took on 
the task of writing an Interna
tional Bill of Rights. The first 
part of the declaration would

Eleanor Roosevelt 
holds a copy of 
the Universal 
Declaration of 
Human Rights, 
which she helped 
write.
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Apartheid (ah-PART-hite 
was once the official 
Policy of the Republic of 
South Africa. It legalized 
segregation and pro
moted discrimination 
against nonwhites.

name and define all human rights — 
not just traditional civil and political 
rights, but social and cultural rights as 
well. It was intended to be a morally 
binding statement.

It was very difficult for the delegates 
of different nations to reach an agree
ment. Many translation and linguistic 
difficulties arose, as well as debate over 
ideas such as emigration and whether 
poor countries could offer free 
education. Finally, after 
two years of discus

sion, the commission approved the dec
laration in June 1948, setting a com
mon goal for all nations and all people 
to achieve.

The declaration was submitted to the 
Economic and Social Council and then 
to the General Assembly. The General 
Assembly, meeting in Paris, adopted 
the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights four minutes before midnight on 
December 10, 1948. The vote was 48-0. 
The communist countries, Saudi Ara
bia, and South Africa abstained.

The Russian representative 
attempted at every opportunity to 
impose communist ideas. Saudi Arabia 
did not want to grant women equal 
rights, and South 
Africa had just ini
tiated apartheid.

UN volunteers ensure that 
Angola’s first national 
election is free and fair.




