
Widely Recognised Human Rights and Freedoms 

 

The list that follows tries to encapsulate the principal guaranteed rights and freedoms.  The 
list is cross-referenced to the relevant Articles in the ICCPR and the ICESCR, which are 
respectively Annex A and Annex B.  The annexed Covenants may be referred to for the full 
text of each Article. 

Civil and Political Rights 

Right of self-determination (ICCPR Article 1; ICESCR Article 1) 

• Refers to a right to choose one’s own political status and freely pursue economic, 
social and cultural development.  

• Would only affect scientists who are members of a group of people exercising or 
seeking to exercise the right to self-determination. 

Non-discrimination (ICCPR Articles 2, 26-27) 

• The right not to be discriminated against in the enjoyment of guaranteed rights on the 
basis of race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or 
social origin, property, birth or other status. 

• The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination
1 is an elaboration of the non-discrimination principle in relation to 

race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin. 

• The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
2 

again provides for equal enjoyment of guaranteed rights, but in the context of gender 
discrimination. 

. The International Labour Organisation Convention concerning Discrimination in 

Respect of Employment and Occupation.3  The Convention is directed against 
discrimination on the basis of race, colour, sex, religion, political opinion, national 
extraction or social origin which has the effect of nullifying or impairing equality of 
opportunity or treatment in employment or occupation.  There were 175 ratifications 
of this Convention but the United States does not appear to be one of them. 

Right to life (ICCPR Article 6) 

• Every human being has the inherent right to life; no-one shall be arbitrarily deprived 
of life. 

                                                           
1  United Nations Treaty Series, volume 660, page 195 onwards. 
2  United Nations Treaty Series, volume 1249, page 13 onwards. 
3  Signed on 25 June 1958 at Geneva, entered into force, 15 June 1960. 
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• The death penalty is not prohibited, but may only be imposed for the most serious 
crimes pursuant to a final judgment rendered by a competent court. 

• Death penalties must not contravene the Convention on the Prevention and 

Punishment of the Crime of Genocide.
4  

• The prohibition of genocide is recognised as jus cogens, meaning it is an overriding 
rule of customary international law (i.e. international law not in a treaty) from which 
countries are not permitted to derogate.5 

Freedom from torture and slavery (ICCPR Articles 7-8) 

• Prohibition against torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.  
In particular, no-one shall be subjected without his or her free consent to medical or 
scientific experimentation.   

• Prohibition against slavery in all its forms.6  

• Prohibition against servitude.7  

• Prohibition against forced or compulsory labour.8 

Right to liberty and freedom of movement (ICCPR Articles 9-13) 

• The right to liberty and security of person and prohibition against arbitrary arrest or 
detention. 

• The right of anyone arrested to be informed of the reasons for arrest and of any 
charges9 and brought promptly before a judge or other officer authorised by law to 
exercise judicial power and to be tried within a reasonable time or to be released.10  

• The right of all persons deprived of their liberty to be treated with humanity and 
respect for the inherent dignity of the human person.11 

• The right of accused persons awaiting trial to be treated as if unconvicted. 12 

• The prohibition against imprisonment merely on the ground of inability to fulfil a 
contractual obligation.13 

                                                           
4  United Nations Treaty Series, volume 78, page 277 onwards. 
5  See, generally, M Cherif Bassiouni, ‘International Crimes: Jus Cogens and Obligatio Erga Omnes’ 

(1996) 59(4) Law and Contemporary Problems 63. 
6  ICCPR Art 8(1). 
7  ICCPR Act 8(2). 
8  ICCPR Art 8(3)(a). 
9  ICCPR Art 9(2). 
10  ICCPR Art 9(3). 
11  ICCPR Art 10(1). 
12  ICCPR Art 10(2). 
13  ICCPR Art 11. 
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• The freedom of people to move around if they are lawfully within a territory.14  This 
includes the freedom to choose a residence and the freedom to enter and leave a 
country, provided relevant domestic procedures have been followed (e.g. visas).15 

• The prohibition against aliens, lawfully in a country, being expelled from that country 
except by a judicial determination.16 

• See also the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 

Disappearance,17 which deals with what its title suggests.  

Right to a fair trial (ICCPR Articles 14-17) 

• The right of all persons to be treated equally before courts and tribunals.18 

• The right of everyone, in a criminal case or in the determination of their rights and 
obligations, to a fair and public hearing by a competent, independent and impartial 
tribunal established by law.19 

• The right of an accused person to know the charge against him or her, to have 
adequate time and facilities to prepare a defence, to have access to a lawyer, to be 
tried without undue delay, to have the free assistance of an interpreter, to have legal 
assistance provided and to not be forced to incriminate himself or herself.20 

• The right of everyone charged with a criminal offence to be presumed innocent until 
proved guilty according to law.21 

• The right of anyone convicted of a crime to have the conviction and sentence 
reviewed by a higher tribunal according to law.22 

• Protection against double jeopardy.23 

• Prohibition against retrospectivity – nobody should be held guilty of a criminal 
offence on account of conduct which did not constitute a criminal offence at the time 
when it was committed.24 

• The right to the protection of the law against arbitrary interference with privacy, 
family, home or correspondence.25 

                                                           
14  ICCPR Art 12(1). 
15  ICCPR Art 12(1) and (2). 
16  ICCPR Art 13. 
17  United Nations Treaty Series, volume 2716, page 3 onwards. 
18  ICCPR Art 14(1). 
19  Ibid. 
20  ICCPR Art 14(3). 
21  ICCPR Art 14(2). 
22  ICCPR Art 14(5). 
23  ICCPR Art 14(7). 
24  ICCPR Art 15. 
25  ICCPR Art 17. 
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Freedom of thought and opinion (ICCPR Articles 18-19) 

• The right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.26 

• The right to hold opinions without interference.27 

• The right to freedom of expression – including freedom to seek, receive and impart 
information and ideas of all kinds regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in 
print or in the form of art or through any other media of his choice.28 

• The exercise of the right to freedom of expression may be subject to certain 
restrictions, but only such as are provided by law and as are necessary for respect to 
the rights or reputations of others or for the protection of national security or public 
order or public health or morals.29 

• That qualification is supplemented by protection for children in Article 14 of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child.30 

Right of peaceful assembly and freedom of association (ICCPR Articles 21-22; 

ICESCR Article 8) 

• This right, which is generally self-explanatory, can be abrogated on the basis of public 
order, health or morals or the rights of others, in a similar fashion to the freedom of 
thought and opinion. 

• Note that freedom of association really only applies to trade unions. 

 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

Right of self-determination (ICCPR Article 1; ICESCR Article 1) 

• As under ICCPR the right of self-determination is considered an economic, social and 
cultural right.  It is the same in both covenants. 

Right to work (ICESCR Articles 6-7) 

• The right to work which includes the free choice of employment, just and favourable 
conditions of work and protection against unemployment. 

• The right to equal pay for equal work without discrimination.  This pay should ensure 
a decent living. 

                                                           
26  ICCPR Art 18(1). 
27  ICCPR Art 19(1). 
28  ICCPR Art 19(2). 
29  ICCPR Art 19(3). 
30  United Nations Treaty Series, volume 1577, page 3 onwards. 
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Right to rest (ICESCR Article 7(d); UDHR Article 24) 

• The right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of working hours and 
periodic holidays with pay, as well as remuneration for public holidays. 

Freedom of association (ICESCR Article 8; ICCPR Article 22) 

• As in the ICCPR. 

Right to an adequate standard of living (ICESCR Article 11) 

• This applies to a person and his or her family and includes adequate food, clothing 
and housing and the continuous improvement of living conditions.  

• The right to be free from hunger.  In this Convention the States Parties agree to take 
measures to improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of food by 
making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, by disseminating knowledge of 
the principles of nutrition and by developing or reforming agrarian systems in such a 
way as to achieve the most efficient development and utilisation of natural resources 
[adapted from ICESCR Article 11(2)(a)]. 

Right to health (ICESCR Article 12) 

• A right to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health. 

• Elaboration is contained in General Comment No 14 (2000) of the Economic and 
Social Council.31 

• See also the right to water as detailed in General Comment No 15 (2002) of the 
Economic and Social Council.32 

Right to education (ICESCR Articles 13-14) 

• Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and the 
sense of its dignity, and shall strengthen the respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms. It shall enable all persons to participate effectively in a free society, 
promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations and all racial, 
ethnic or religious groups, and further the activities of the United Nations for the 
maintenance of peace [adapted from ICESCR 13(1)]. 

• Primary education shall be compulsory and free. Secondary education shall be 
generally available and progressively made free. Tertiary education shall be 
accessible and progressively made free.  

• Parents or legal guardians should be able to choose their children’s school. 

                                                           
31  UN Document E/C.12/2000/4, 11 August 2000.  
32  UN Document E/C.12/2002/11, 20 January 2003. 
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• Note that this right to education is generally about education to develop the human 
personality and participation in society rather than for the advancement of knowledge. 
Articles 28-29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child

33 confirm this. 

Right to culture and science (ICESCR Article 15) 

• Everyone has the right to take part in cultural life and to enjoy the benefits of 
scientific progress and its applications. 

• Authors have the right to benefit from the protection of the moral and material 
interests resulting from any of their scientific, literary or artistic productions. 

• Governments have a duty to ensure freedom for scientific research and creative 
activity, including in international engagement. 

• General Comment No 21 of the Economic and Social Council,34 although titled ‘Right 
of Everyone to Take Part in Cultural Life’, also applies to scientific research. It is 
basically an elaboration of Article 15 of the ICESCR. 

 

                                                           
33  United Nations Treaty Series, volume 1577, page 3 onwards. 
34  UN Document E/C.12/GC/21, 21 December 2009. 






































































