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Definition:
Human Rights: The basic rights 
afforded to every human being 
in the world.

There is no specific Millennium Development Goal 
for this topic but human rights lies at the heart of all 
of the MDGs.

Background:
Human rights, in some form, can be traced back through the centuries. 
However, following the atrocities of the Second World War, the United 
Nations was established and on the 10th December 1948, 48 member 
states voted in favour of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It 
consists of 30 articles which set out essential rights and freedoms for every 
man and woman in the world. One of the authors of the declaration 
was René Cassin – a French born Jewish lawyer who, due to his work on 
human rights activism, won both the Human Rights Prize and the Nobel 
Peace Prize.   

However, all over the world these rights are being violated. It is important 
to be aware of what the Declaration contains so that we can ensure all 
human beings are capable of realising their rights. Article 2 clearly states 
that “without distinction of any kind” everyone is entitled to the rights 
and freedoms set out in the Declaration.

International examples of rights violations:

Slavery – In Ghana, false promises of education and a brighter future 
trick children aged five to fourteen into dangerous, unpaid jobs in the 
fishing industry. This is in direct violation of Article 4 - slavery and the 
slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.

Religious Persecution - In China, Christians are persecuted for 
practicing their religion outside state-sanctioned churches. China 
is breaking Article 18 - Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion.

Political Oppression - In Zimbabwe, hundreds of human rights 
defenders and members of the main opposition party, the Movement for 
Democratic Change (MDC), were arrested for participating in peaceful 
gatherings. This contravenes Article 21 - Everyone has the right to take 
part in the government of his country.

Child Soldiers – It is illegal for anyone under the age of 18 to participate 
in armed conflict. Despite this international law, children are abducted 
from their homes, schools, or from the street and enlisted. Some think 
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that they have no other option but to join up. These young children 
are used for a number of dangerous tasks such as laying and collecting 
landmines, as spies and messengers. This breaches international 
humanitarian law and Article 38 of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. 

Facts:
• �Former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt chaired the committee that 

drafted and approved the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. She 
was called the “First Lady of the World” by President Harry Truman.

•	� The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is 
the most ratified human rights treaty in the world. It was adopted in 
1989 to protect the rights of children everywhere.

•	� England has one of the lowest ages in Europe for when children can 
be charged by the police of committing a crime and taken to court – 
just 10 years old. (www.getreadyforchange.org.uk)

•	� The first country that ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
was Ghana in Africa (February 1990). The UK ratified the UNCRC in 
December 1991.

•	� In 1977 only 16 countries had abolished the death penalty for all crimes. 
By 2011, that number has increased to 96 (Amnesty International).

Jewish View:
According to the Declaration of Judaism and Human Rights – a 
document which affirms the Jewish commitment to human rights 
– human rights are deemed an essential part of the “core values and 
traditions of Judaism.” 

One of these traditions, for example, is found at the Passover Seder 
when a drop of wine is spilled from one’s cup at the mention of each of 
the ten plagues with which the Egyptians were afflicted. According to 
the Rabbis, the reason for this ritual is that one's cup of joy cannot be full 
as long as there is suffering somewhere in the world. 

Famously, when asked to teach the Torah whilst standing on one foot, 
Hillel answered, “do unto others as you would have them do unto 
you. That is the whole Torah, the rest is just commentary.” (Babylonian 
Talmud, Shabbat 31a). In addition to this, in Leviticus 19:18, we are 
commanded:

Leviticus 19:18

מוֹךָ:   ךָ, וְאָהַבְתָּ לְרֵעֲךָ כָּ נֵי עַמֶּ ר אֶת-בְּ ם וְלאֹ-תִטֹּ יח.  לאֹ-תִקֹּ
אֲנִי ה'.

18 You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the 
children of your people, but you will love thy neighbour as yourself:  
I am G-D.

Treating others as we would want to be treated sounds 
simple but is it necessarily realistic?

Jewish texts

Deuteronomy 16:18-20

ר ה' אֱלקֹיךָ  עָרֶיךָ אֲשֶׁ כָל שְׁ ן לְךָ בְּ תֶּ טְרִים תִּ פְטִים וְשֹׁ יח. שֹׁ
ט צֶדֶק:  פַּ פְטוּ אֶת הָעָם מִשְׁ בָטֶיךָ וְשָׁ  נֹתֵן לְךָ לִשְׁ

י  חַד כִּ ח שֹׁ נִים וְלאֹ תִקַּ יר פָּ ט לאֹ תַכִּ פָּ ה מִשְׁ יט. לאֹ תַטֶּ
יקִם:  בְרֵי צַדִּ ף דִּ ר עֵינֵי חֲכָמִים וִיסַלֵּ חַד יְעַוֵּ  הַשֹּׁ

ר ה'  תָּ אֶת הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁ חְיֶה וְיָרַשְׁ ף לְמַעַן תִּ רְדֹּ כ. צֶדֶק צֶדֶק תִּ
אֱלקֹיךָ נתֵֹן לָךְ:

18. You shall appoint magistrates and officials for your tribes, in all 
the settlements that Adonai your G-d is giving you, and they shall 
govern the people with due justice. 19. You shall not judge unfairly: 
you shall show no partiality; you shall not take bribes, for bribes blind 
the eyes of the discerning and upset the plea of the just.  20. Justice, 
justice shall you pursue, that you may thrive and occupy the land that 
Adonai your G-d is giving you.

Questions:

1. �What is the difference between “magistrates” and 
“officials”? Is it necessary to have more than one type of 
authority?

2. �What is the significance of repeating the word “justice”?

?

?

““

““



04

Leviticus 25:35

ךְ: ב וָחַי עִמָּ ר וְתוֹשָׁ ךְ וְהֶחֱזַקְתָּ בּוֹ גֵּ לה. וְכִי יָמוּךְ אָחִיךָ וּמָטָה יָדוֹ עִמָּ
35. And if your fellow becomes poor and their means fail with you, then you shall 
strengthen your fellow, whether a stranger or a settler, your fellow shall live with 
you.

Questions:

1. What does it mean “and their means fail with you”?

2. Do you agree that your fellow should live with you? Why? 

The East African country of Burundi has just passed a new criminal code making 
homosexual relationships a crime. Life for the gay and lesbian community was not easy 
before the law came in but now it is illegal.

Nick, a 25 year old business and marketing student, is too scared to tell his father that he 
is gay for fear of being financially cut off and disowned from the family. He realised when 
he was 18 and a girl fell in love with him that he wasn’t attracted to girls. He prayed for 3 
months that he would change because people said homosexuality was bad, but it didn’t 
succeed. 

He told his two sisters that he is gay; one of whom understood and has accepted him, the 
other argued with him and told him he had been bewitched. Recently, while in a lecture, 
his professor stated that if a member of his family was gay, they would be banished from 
his family. Now Nick is scared to raise his hand in class in case he is ever found out to be 
gay.

According to Article 1 of the Declaration of Human Rights, “All human beings are born 
free and equal in dignity and rights.” This criminal code passed by Burundi encroaches 
on their basic human rights. 

Source: Human Rights Watch

Interesting websites

Tzedek’s Human Rights and 10 Commandments resource has lots of texts, games 
and ideas that can be adapted for peulot

http://www.renecassin.org 
Jewish human rights organisation

http://www.hrw.org/en/topics 
news releases on various human rights topics

http://www.crin.org/ 
children’s rights information

http://thereport.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/AIR2010_AZ_EN.pdf#page=98 
Amnesty’s annual report for 2011

http://religionhumanrights.com 
what different religions think about human rights

http://www.jhrn.org 
Jewish Human Rights Network

Peulot & games

http://ayiti.globalkids.org/game/ 
you have 4 years to help a Haitian family as they confront the "cost of life."

http://www.youth-egames.org/games/ffr/ffr.html 
information on human rights activists

http://humaneeducation.org/sections/view/human_rights_activities 
lots of games and activities for all ages

http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/edumat/activities.shtm 
activities and ideas, quite America focussed but easily adapted
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Education Director Tzedek, Jewish Social Action Hub, 152 West End Lane, 
London. NW6 1SD 

Please get in touch with us with your thoughts and ideas, and do call if you 
have any questions. Contact us by phone on: 0207 443 5121 or by email at: 
education@tzedek.org.uk


