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This useful volume consists of two sections. The first is an essay on the history of 
the United Nations’ system of human rights by Boutros Boutros-Ghali, Secretary- 
General of the United Nations. The second is a comprehensive selection of more 
than a hundred key documents on human rights, indexed and cross-referenced from 
the introductory essay, supported by a chronology of events.
Boutros-Ghali’s essay is a succinct, sombre and not uncritical analysis of the 
progress the United Nations has made in creating a climate of respect for human 
rights in the international community. It begins with an historical account o f the 
establishment of the UN, noting that in the period 1945 to 1948 the Organisation 
adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a fundamental document 
which laid the conceptual and legal foundations for future work.
In the period until 1966, the UN achieved a substantial body of work in both 
standard-setting and procedures to promote the protection of human rights. The 
implementation of standard-setting activities and the creation of mechanisms for 
monitoring human rights violations followed. Boutros-Ghali notes both achieve
ments and failures and the changing focus to the need for elimination of discrimi
nation against specific groups, particularly against women.
The upheavals brought about by the end of the Cold War and the resulting new phase 
in the evolution of the universal protection of human rights, offered the UN new 
opportunities and new challenges. The tangible results include the creation of the 
position of UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. Boutros-Ghali is 
sufficiently encouraged by progress at the operational level to use the phrase 
“ [t]owards new guarantees in the field of human rights” . He contends that the 
Security Council has successfully re-established the principle of individual criminal 
responsibility for serious violations of international humanitarian law. The estab
lishment of International Tribunals for both the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda is 
described by him as a forceful expression of the UN’s responsiveness to changing 
situations.
Boutros-Ghali ends on an optimistic note. He sees progress at the operational level 
and an expansion of the Organisation’s ability to provide technical assistance in the 
field of human rights. Although the end of the Cold War has not given way to the 
new political order of which some had dreamed, the fight for human rights remains a
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top priority for the international community. He continues to believe that “ human 
rights may one day emerge at last as the common language of humanity ’ ’.
The documents which follow include the Universal Declaration and the Inter
national Covenenants adopted in 1966. The volume contains conventions on 
genocide, torture, racial discrimination, the rights of women, refugees, children and 
migrant workers. It also contains some regional agreements and documents relating 
to indigenous people in various regions. It is a useful reference tool for scholars, 
journalists and policy-makers, all of whom can benefit from its comprehensive 
nature and user-friendly index system.


