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PREFACE

Donald W. Campbell

"Although the foreign policy of any country must from time to time be adapted to
changing circumstances, there are in it continuing threads which represent the ideals,
as well as the interests, of a people. A knowledge of past policy is therefore of value
not only to scholars who study and interpret Canadian history but also to those who
seek a broader understanding than a knowledge of current events can provide."

Paul Martin, Secretary of State for External Affairs,
DOCUMENTS ON CANADIAN EXTERNAL RELATIONS, VOLUME 1

This book, and the conference that gave rise to it, underline concretely the
value that we attach to our past and the inspiration that we draw from it.
Initially established in 1909 as little more than a mailbox for diplomatic
correspondence, the Department of External Affairs quickly came to occu-
py a prominent place in the machinery of government in Canada.
Between its creation and 1945, it played an important role in the country's
transformation from a small, colonial state on the periphery of world
affairs into a confident middle power ready to shoulder its international
responsibilities.

The people who oversaw this transformation were a remarkable group
of men and women, who helped determine the values and traditions that
define the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade today.
One of the most important early influences on the Department was O.D.
Skelton, a former dean of arts at Queen's University, who served as under-
secretary of state for external affairs from 1925 until his death in 1941.
During his 16 years with the Department, he established a tradition of rig-
orous recruitment standards that emphasized a distinguished scholarly



THE COLD WAR, CANADA, AND THE
UNITED NATIONS DECLARATION OF THE
RIGHTS OF THE CHILD1

Dominique Marshall

RESUME : Cet article analyse les liens entre la guerre froide, I'Organisation des
Nations Unies et les debats entourant la redaction d'une nouvelk Declaration des
droits de I'enfant. Dominique Marshall montre en quoi les droits des enfants, qui
avaient benefi.de d'un appui considerable a la Societe des Nations en 1924,faisaient

face, a la fin de la Deuxieme Guerre mondiale, a des circonstances differentes. En
depit de la montee de professions et de bureaucraties determinees a elargir les droits
des enfants, {'elaboration d'une charte renouvelee s'est rapidement revelee difficile.
Pour plusieurs, la Declaration universelle des Droits de I'Homme, adoptee en 1948,
rendait inutile toute declaration distincte au sujet des enfants. Les tensions suscitees
par la guerre froide, particulierement lourdes apres 1950, allaient determiner I'issue
des discussions. Jusqu'a la fin des annees 50, le conflit bipolaire allait paralyser tout
progres vers la conclusion d'accords internationaux sur les droits de I'homme, mais
ceux qui, au sein de la Commission des Droits de I'Homme de I'ONU, etaient a
la recherche d'un terrain d'entente entre I'Est et I'Ouest, se servirent a cettefm des
droits des enfants. Cependant leur decision defaire porter {'attention de I'assemblee
genemle sur les enfants n'etaitpasfortuite. Us pouvaient compter sur Vacceptation de
la notion de droit des enfants au seine d'une large portion de la sphere publique
Internationale.

When the United Nations (UN) was established in 1945, replacing the
defunct League of Nations, the new international forum showed little
interest in endorsing the Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child,
which the League of Nations had adopted in 1924. Unlike the League's
Covenant, the UN Charter included clauses designed to encourage
"respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all," language
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which many observers thought made a specific declaration for children
superfluous. Moreover, the United Nations International Children's
Emergency Fund (UNICEF), set up in 1946 to aid children left destitute
by the Second World War, seemed to address the widespread sense of
urgency and indignation that had helped secure the passage of the Geneva
Declaration in 1924.

Even so, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration of the
Rights of the Child in 1959. Drafted and discussed during the late 1950s
by the Human Rights Commission, a branch of the UN's Economic and
Social Council (ECOSOC), the 1959 declaration extended children's
rights to new spheres. It added rights to social security and a secure fami-
ly environment to the list of rights outlined in the Geneva Declaration,
which had guaranteed children a name, a nationality, an education, decent
work, and priority tor relief. The UN proclamation placed a heavier
emphasis on measures against discrimination and it explicitly designated
the agencies responsible for ensuring children's prerogatives.

Although one historian of children's rights has argued that an easing of
Cold War tensions in the late 1950s created a favourable climate for the
1959 declaration, it remains unclear how children's rights became, to use
his words, "a political priority."2 The reasons advanced by UN officials for
inaction in the mid-1940s remained valid 10 years later. For example,John
Humphrey, secretary of the Human Rights Commission and a Canadian
legal scholar, wondered about the relevance of a specific agreement on
children's rights. Worried that a children's declaration might undermine
the authority of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, he
"doubted whether the purpose it would serve could possibly justify the
time and effort the United Nations was devoting to it. There were cer-
tainly other more important matters that needed attention."3 The
Canadian also thought "that there was something wrong with our priori-
ties. . . . It was easier to draft a declaration on the rights of children than to
devise practical measures for the protection of human rights."4

Nevertheless, Humphrey understood that children's rights provided an
issue on which most UN members could agree: "I suspected a stopgap
which was being used to give the impression that the Human Rights
Commission was doing something."11

This paper examines the events which led to the Declaration of the
Rights of the Child in 1959. It argues that an emphasis on children's
rights provided the UN's Human Rights Commission with a quick way
around the state of paralysis within the commission created by the Cold
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War. Children's rights represented an issue for which governments from
both sides of the conflict could muster popular support in their respec-
tive countries. However, the Declaration of the Rights of the Child was
not simply a product of the search by East and West for Cold War
advantage. The process was more complicated. The postwar task of
organizing a complex international bureaucracy had important conse-
quences for the evolution of the Children's Declaration and the role
played by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in this field.

In addition, by examining the evolution of Canadian policy toward
the UN's efforts to define human and children's rights, this paper illus-
trates how the egalitarian demands for social security and changing con-
ceptions of child welfare among citizens in the richer nations gave rise
to commitments in New York and Geneva. A different set of pressures
accompanied the appearance at the UN in the 1950s of the newly inde-
pendent states of Asia and Africa, a development which also played an
important role in defining the eventual shape of the Children's
Declaration.6 Finally, this discussion tries to illuminate the current
debate on children's rights by clarifying the meaning of the 10 princi-
ples of the 1959 Declaration of the Rights of Children and their rela-
tionship to the Cold War.

Children's Rights during the Transition from the League of Nations to the United
Nations
The League of Nations adopted its Declaration of the Rights of the
Child in 1924 with remarkable speed. The process was simple and
straightforward. The British delegation presented a declaration drafted by
Save the Children Fund International (SCFI), an NGO founded in 1920,
and the League's Assembly voted quickly and unanimously in favour of
the project. Britain's Labour prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, used his
personal prestige to push through this project, the brainchild of Lord
Noel Buxton, a friend and fellow member of Parliament closely associat-
ed with the SCFI.7

The process in 1945 was a good deal more complex. The London-
based Save the Children Fund (SCF), the main affiliated branch of the
SCFI, attempted to have the Geneva Declaration adopted by the new
UN General Assembly. It met a barrage of stifling kindness from politi-
cians and civil servants in the British Foreign and Home Offices, but no
action. All supported children's rights, but no one who could command
the General Assembly's attention thought that children's rights were
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worth much time or effort. Hope flickered briefly in 1946 when
Edward Fuller, secretary of the SCF and a member of the SCFI's exec-
utive committee, secured a promise from Philip J. Noel-Baker, Britain's
minister ot state with special responsibility for the UN, to "bring the
Declaration of Geneva. . . to the notice of the General Assembly." In the
end, however, Noel-Baker claimed that he was unable to find the time
to interest the General Assembly.8

Fuller did not enjoy the kind of influential allies that the SCFI was
able to marshal] in 1924. During the mterwar decades, the s t a t e s
interest in in te rna t iona l child welfare activities had increased substan-
tial ly, pushing aside private chari t ies. British officials suspected that the
SCF was "not very important but struggling to keep itself in the pub-
lic eye" rather than actively contr ibut ing "to the immediate and press-
ing needs of the world."'"

Like their British counterparts, Canadian delegates to early UN meet-
ings spent much of their time trying to reduce the status of voluntary
agencies associated with the League of Nations. This reflected broader
developments in the evolution of Canadian government. The central fig-
ure in Canada's internat ional social activities was George F. Davidson.
Although he served as head of the Canadian Council ot Child Welfare, he
was not drawn from the volunteer community. Instead, as deputy min i s t e r
of health and welfare, Davidson represented the interests and att i tudes of
the Canadian government.

Unable to adopt the strategy followed in 1924, Fuller and the SCFI
were forced to tollo\\ the more u s u a l and less privileged course ot
bringing the Geneva Declaration "before the appropriate Commission
ot the Un i t ed N a t i o n s wi th a view |to| its being adopted as the U n i t e d
Nat ions" f o r m a l expression of t h e i r responsibi l i ty in regards to the
interests of chi ldren." Fu l le r sought advice from Bri t ish o f f i c i a l s on
how to approach the UN. Children's w e l f a r e had not vanished f rom the
world organization's purview, though the new s t ructures for i n t e r n a -
t i o n a l social and economic cooperation did not provide for an agency
devoted solely to chi ldren . On the creation of the UN. chi ldren ' s wel-
fare and all other socia l a c t i v i t i e s were tu rned over to ECOSOC, which
funct ioned as a large overseeing body. British officials though t that
F u l l e r should b r i n g his dec la ra t ion on c h i l d r e n ' s r ights to tiCOSOC'1-
Social Commission, since it "covers the questions raised by the
D e c l a r a t i o n . . . s u c h as we l fa re fo r ch i ld ren and adolescents , e s p e c i a l l y
those deprived o t n o r m a l f a m i l y l i f e ; protect ion against neglect and
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cruelty; treatment of juvenile offenders; protection of minors, etc." The
Human Rights Commission, they thought, would be less interested in
the project since it would "naturally tend to regard all rights as being
equally applicable to children."12

In the Social Commission, Fuller's scheme was given short shrift.
Sidney Harris of the Home Office, formerly a British delegate to the
League's Child Welfare Committee, was now the United Kingdom repre-
sentative on the Social Commission and its vice chairman. In a report on
the "activities of the League in the social field" for its first session in April
and May 1946, he reiterated the importance of the Geneva Declaration
and its meaning for the postwar era:

the United Nations not only should concern itself with this
important matter [the development of interest in child wel-
fare], but must also make a bolder approach to it as part of a
general social policy. This subject is of vital interest to every
country. The welfare of children, physically, mentally, spiri-
tually, must be the first concern of every nation, particularly
having regard to the ravages of the two world wars. The
terms of the Declaration of Geneva should be as binding on
the people of the world to-day as they were in 1924.13

This was a backhanded acknowledgement, since Harris believed that the
Declaration was "harmless enough but rather a nuisance." He saw "little
value in general resolutions of this kind." On his return from the UN
meetings, he attempted to convince Fuller that it was enough that the
Social Commission had taken note of the 1924 Declaration. He advised
him against bothering a busy General Assembly with the matter.14

Fuller found no support during 1946 and 1947 for his efforts to per-
suade British representatives to move a resolution in favour of the Geneva
Declaration during the discussion of the Social Commission's report to the
General Assembly. The Human Rights Commission was busy drafting the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights,15 and like Humphrey, the
Foreign Office considered this declaration "broad enough in its terms to
make further declarations in favour of particular sections of the commu-
nity unnecessary."16 By then, as the Foreign Office also pointed out, the
debate had moved in entirely new directions. ECOSOC's Social
Commission was already exploring the possibility of "a new and better
Declaration [on children's rights]."
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ECOSOC, Children's Rights and the Changing Conceptions of International
Child Welfare, 1946-50
Although it abandoned the idea of adopting the 1924 Geneva Declaration,
the Social Commission welcomed the idea of drafting a declaration on the
rights of children that would take into account recent developments in
child welfare. At its session in 1946, it proposed broadening the Geneva
Declaration by adding an article on "[rjespect of the family as an entity,"
together with a provision on "race, nationality or creed," a concern that
rose directly from the atrocities of the Second World War. It pressed ahead
with this project and in September 1947, at its second session, it asked for
documentation on the Geneva Declaration and possible modifications.17

The Social Commission presented its work as a continuation of the League
of Nations' efforts in this field. In so doing, it paid little attention to pres-
sure from the International Union of Child Welfare (IUCW), the SCFI's
successor.18 In addition the Commission insisted on the need to resume
action on child welfare, activities which had been interrupted by the war:
"[djuring the later years of the war... child welfare matters resumed the
place of importance from which they had been expelled by the disruption
of international relationships and war catastrophes." It was time for the
UN to coordinate the "intensive, excellent... activity by several bodies in
respect of child relief and child welfare in general."19

In the spring of 1947, the Social Commission decided to give priority
to child welfare. The Commission's 14 members were anxious to press
ahead with a "United Nations Charter of the Rights of the Child." In the
autumn of 1948, the UN issued a preparatory statement to governments as
well as interested NGOs and other UN agencies, drawing parallels
between the 1924 Geneva Declaration and drafts of possible new charters.

Encouraged by the Social Commission's work at the United Nations,
the IUCW changed its strategy and began to consider how to revise the
Geneva Declaration. In the summer of 1948, it held an information con-
ference on the declaration at its main office in Geneva and a meeting of its
General Council in Stockholm to begin elaborating a new text.20

Members expressed a greater need to explain why children needed a spe-
cial charter to be able to benefit from the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. The international NGO also wished to incorporate greater com-
mitments toward social security in any declaration. In October 1948, the
chairman of the IUCW, Mrs. Gordon Morier, visited Lake Success where
the UN Secretariat was at work.21 Early the next year, the UN established
a committee to draft a declaration on children's rights. The lUCW's initial
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response to this development was hostile. Its jealous executive insisted that
any changes to the Geneva Declaration could not be adopted by the UN
without its consent. However, as the UN widened its circle of consultation
and the ICUW saw "a new impetus to child welfare in all parts of the
world," it abandoned its leadership ambitions.22

The Social Commission's interest in children's rights reflected the con-
siderable popular support children's causes enjoyed in most Western soci-
eties throughout the postwar period. Indeed, the IUCW continually
argued that the UN's approval of a declaration on children's rights "would
have a useful effect on public opinion," since in many countries the 1924
Declaration had led directly to legislative action benefiting children.23 The
IUCW stressed how important a simple and straightforward declaration
would be as an educational tool and as a point of reference for the gener-
al population. After all, they argued, "the Declaration was intended for
ordinary people."24 H.W. Harris of the Home Office was equally sure of
the popularity of the "Declaration of Geneva," even if he took less com-
fort in the phenomenon.25 In the British Foreign Office view, the Social
Commission's desire to expand the declaration's range came from the pres-
sures of "organisations such as the 'Save the Children Fund'" which had
become "[t]oo strong for the Social Commission to resist."26 Foreign
Office officials regretted having "to please crank opinion and waste end-
less time and worry over inanities and duplication," but they were con-
scious of being a minority in the Social Commission.27 Moreover, they
were aware that "certain sections of public opinion in this country are
most vociferous on the subject. This is just the sort of thing that excites
Parliamentary interest far beyond its actual merits."28

In July 1950, after two years of research and discussion, the UN
Secretariat forwarded A Concept Declaration of the Rights of the Child to
ECOSOC.29 It argued that the Declaration of 1924 "ne refletait pas 1'evo-
lution considerable qui s'est produite depuis 1924 dans le domaine de la
protection de 1'enfance."30 Since the Second World War, the submission
argued, states had assumed new social obligations toward children, includ-
ing the need to stop discrimination, and to help children deal with propa-
ganda. A declaration would also have to help children understand their
right to personal security, to a name and a nationality, and to health and
education.31 ECOSOC adopted the "concept declaration," which con-
tained a preamble and 10 specific principles, without examining its content
in detail. It asked the Human Rights Commission to study the draft and
report back in a year.32
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Despite popular support, the "concept declaration" was soon shelved
and remained so for the rest of the decade, a casualty of the larger tensions
over human rights brought about by the Cold War struggle between the
Western liberal democracies and totalitarian communism.33 By the early
1950s, many Western democracies, led by the United States, were becom-
ing increasingly opposed to the idea of making human rights an "enforce-
able treaty obligation" and were unwilling to permit an international
agency to supervise their domestic policies. The approach adopted by the
Soviet bloc was equally unhelpful. Led by the Soviet Union, its members
adopted and ratified various declarations on human rights, dismissing
domestic and international efforts to assess their implementation.34

Worried lest it become "an overtly political organ," the Human Rights
Commission responded to this situation by engaging in increasingly tech-
nical exercises, a kind of "apolitical functionalism":

Despite the significant human rights dimension of the Cold
War, the decolonization debate and many other matters being
brought before the Assembly and the Security Council, the
Commission managed to confine its efforts to standard-setting
with a variety of other technical pursuits thrown in for good
measure.35

Canadian delegates to ECOSOC did little to stop this trend.
Committed to the notion of a neutral and efficient civil service, an idea
that had assisted them in their ascent in the Canadian polity since the
1920s, they stressed the need for "adequate [social and economic] exper-
tise in the Secretariat," likening the agency to a "Board of Directors... [of
a] whole economic and social machine."36 They favoured a pragmatic
approach, which they opposed to methods adopted by more "impractical
and visionary members."37 In order to enhance Canada's status and to con-
tain Great Power efforts to control the agency, officials actively addressed
the administrative and budgetary problems associated with establishing the
new organization. Drawing on the expert resources of the departments of
Finance and National Health and Welfare, they worked at erecting an effi-
cient, technical, and non-partisan bureaucracy.

Though hardly dramatic, this approach paid a handsome dividend.
Already in 1946, Canadian delegations were proudly reporting that they
"had considerable personal authority in the Council and its Committees
and... they enjoyed the respect of all sides on controversial issues."38 By
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the end of its first term on ECOSOC in 1948, Canada had earned a rep-
utation for "being one of the nations which had contributed most to the
development of the Council's work since its inception."39

Popular Pressures, Decolonization, and the Declaration of Human Rights, 1948-54
In Canada, as in the United States, politicians harboured reservations about
human rights long before the acute Cold War divisions of the 1950s took
hold. By the end of the Second World War, Western leaders were already
retreating from their promises for new measures toward social justice at
home made in the name of wartime reconstruction. This retreat was slowed,
however, as politicians were forced to respond to progressive demands for
social justice in the final stages of the Second World War.40 Similarly,
Western diplomats mobilized human rights in order to undercut interna-
tional support for the Soviet Union and its communist allies at the UN.

However, supporting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in
1948 was not without its problems for the Canadian government. Early
drafts of the Universal Declaration included clauses on the right to social
security, reflecting an understanding of human rights that was broader than
Canada's liberal government could accept. Initially, Prime Minister W.L.
Mackenzie King's cabinet instructed the Canadian delegation to
ECOSOC to support "the elimination, as far as possible, of articles such as
those on social security, which give a detailed definition of governmental
responsibilities... these articles have no place in a declaration of human
rights."41 The continuing socialist emphasis on social and economic rights
was among the factors that prompted Canada to abstain in the first vote on
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in October 1948.42

In an overall sense, however, Ottawa had good reasons for supporting the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. During UN discussion of the
Declaration, Canadian officials were aware that a projected national Bill of
Rights had produced "considerable agitation" in Canada.43 They observed
that the very engagement of the Canadian government in UN agencies was
helping to develop a commitment toward human rights at home, even if the
work of UN social and economic agencies "seldom made the headline."44

Canadian representatives actively sought to command influence in
ECOSOC, but popular understanding of the promises of the UN imposed
limits on their personal and national ambitions. Mackenzie King and his
successor, Louis Saint-Laurent, for instance, thought that Canada's participa-
tion in ECOSOC's Human Rights Commission was unwarranted. They
worried that "it would be difficult to... explain to the public our position,
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on the matters which may come before the Commission."45 In 1951, when
an ECOSOC committee of experts recommended a program for full
employment, the secretary of state for external affairs, Lester B. Pearson,
feared the reaction of the Canadian public.46 In 1947-48, in response to a
UN request, a Special Joint Parliamentary Committee on Human Plights
and Fundamental Freedoms, chaired by Minister of Justice J.L. Ilsley, held
public hearings on the draft of the Universal Declaration of Human Plights.
It is probably because of the work of the Committee that senior officials of
the Department of External Affairs, once divided about the idea of a uni-
versal declaration, believed by the end of 1947 that "there [was] a great
value in defining by international agreement as precisely as we possibly can
the basic freedom which the individual should enjoy within society."47

Canada's support for the adoption of a Universal Declaration of the
Rights of Man also came from the desire of politicians and senior officials
to check the USSR's claim to be the champion of "small nations and...
coloured and colonial peoples." For Escott Reid, head of the Department
of External Affairs' Second Political Division in 1946, the Universal

Canadian delegates to the UN General Assembly in September 1946.
From I to r. B.M. Williams, Delegation Secretary, George F. Davidson, Deputy Minister
of Health and Welfare, Paul Martin, Minister of Health and Welfare, C.H.L. Sharman,
W.A. Macintosh, and R.G. Riddell. Davidson typified Canada's committment to a
technical and bureaucratic approach to social questions at the UN.

CHRJS LUND/NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA/PA-129002
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Declaration of Human Rights provided a weapon in the struggle for the
allegiance of citizens:

One source of the strength of the Soviet Union is that it has
allies within our gates - people who still think that Moscow
is the Mecca of the disenchanted and disinherited of the
whole world. We must try to persuade these people that they
are misguided. One way to do this would be to demonstrate
that the states of the Western world are willing to implement
a declaration of the rights of man which will give both polit-
ical and economic freedoms while the Soviet Union is unable
or unwilling to implement such a declaration.48

The foreign ministry believed that an international assertion of the politi-
cal and civil freedoms of citizens would provide the West with a tool to
attack Communist states at "their weakest point, their refusal to concede to
their citizens the ordinary freedoms of speech, of the press and of worship
and their inability to give their citizens freedom from want and from fear."49

Afro-Asian and Latin American states made the West pay for their sup-
port in this Cold War battle by extracting commitments to human rights
from the more developed countries. Their demands, especially those artic-
ulated by Latin America (a Western-oriented bloc that constituted the
largest group of emerging states at this time), generated "amendments sub-
stantially calculated to lay down an obligation to respect human rights."50

Even as early as 1951, when Canadian delegates to ECOSOC reported that
the Afro-Asian bloc was beginning to align itself more readily with the
Soviet Union and its satellites, Ottawa worried about the danger of divi-
sions among the non-communist world.51

Once the UN adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in
1948, the Human Rights Commission turned its attention to the problem
of devising methods to protect and encourage these rights. In this search,
Canadian diplomats found themselves driven by domestic pressures to fur-
ther pursue the struggle for human rights, but at the same time unable to
collaborate with the USSR on the means to protect them. Senior
Canadian officials had long been divided over the question of the value
of a UN human rights declaration without any means of enforcement.
For some, setting goals was enough. Others, who thought declarations had
little value on their own, wished to rely on "traditional legal methods of
promoting human rights."52 The Department of External Affairs was
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sceptical of the value of human rights covenants. These novel interna-
tional legal devices, designed to protect economic and social rights, were
especially difficult to work out between nations:

civil and political rights... involve limitations on the powers
of governments and legislatures to interfere with the rights of
the individual. Economic, social and cultural rights, on the
other hand, are not so much individual rights as responsibili-
ties of the state in the field of economic policy and social
welfare which usually require for their implementation
detailed social legislation and the creation of appropriate
administrative machinery. There is thus a fundamental differ-
ence in the nature of the two categories of rights.53

Canadian suspicions about human rights covenants, which the Human
Rights Commission began to draft after 1948, were reinforced by political
fears about the "[considerable public interest" in the matter. "Our adher-
ence to the covenant," Pearson warned cabinet, "might result in increased
public pressure for a domestic Bill of Rights." In the end, when a draft
covenant was discussed in the General Assembly, it was the polarization of
positions on human rights brought about by the Cold War that forced
Canada's cautious approval. The projected covenant had come to divide
East and West, and Canadian officials were conscious that a decision "to
vote against the covenant would likely result in putting ourselves in this
matter in a camp consisting largely of the Soviet Union and its satellites."
Seen from this perspective, supporting the covenant would be a means of
waging "psychological warfare against the Soviet world."54

Thus, by 1951, Canadian delegates to ECOSOC were ready to adopt a
covenant as long as it was largely devoid of social, cultural, and economic
rights. Despite American backing, this kind of limited covenant failed to
attract majority support at the UN.55 As a result, the Human Rights
Commission decided to divide the covenant into two. The first part, which
addressed civil and political rights, was designed to appeal to Western preoc-
cupations; a second covenant on economic, social, and cultural rights met the
major Soviet concerns. The commission's work on these two covenants was
completed in 1954, when the debate moved to the General Assembly.56 In
the UN's principal forum, Canada continued to oppose the two covenants,
insisting that "[m]any of the articles... contained provisions which implied
for their implementation a degree of interference by states which was
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incompatible with the concept of the role of government in society which
underlies the governmental system of parliamentary democracy such as
Canada."57 Consideration of the two covenants stretched out for almost
three years in a series of lengthy, inconclusive debates on the right to self-
determination, the status of federal states, and the means of protecting
human rights.58 By 1957, Canadian observers noted, the international com-
munity was "growing impatienft] with the slow rate of progress."59

The Rights of the Child Between 1950 and 1959
The Human Rights Commission's efforts to develop enforcement mecha-
nisms through its two covenants meant that the question of children's
rights was largely ignored. However, in March 1956, after five years of
neglect, it reappeared on the Commission's agenda. In a series of meetings
in the spring and fall of 1957, the Human Rights Commission and
ECOSOC pressed forward with a proposed declaration on the rights of
children, circulating a draft to governments for comments. By December
1957, it had secured responses from 21 states.60

ECOSOC attributed its renewed interest in children's rights mainly to a
desire to address an item "of very great importance" after a long period of
inactivity.61 A UN press communique added, by way of explanation, that
work on the children's declaration had been suspended while the interna-
tional organization tried to adopt its two broader covenants.62 The NewYork
Times thought that there were more important "impulses" at work. It
explained the new attention being accorded children's rights by comment-
ing in an editorial that "[a]lmost every society cherishes its children."63 In
addition, as the Indian delegate to the 1959 Human Rights Commission
meeting expressed it, heightened concern for children came from the acute
sense of danger brought on by the possibility of a nuclear conflict:

Mankind was at a decisive stage in its history. The achieve-
ments of science had made available unprecedented power for
good and evil. If the leaders of the world were to use that
power for good, their aim must be to ensure that man's moral
evolution kept pace with the advance of science. In order to
achieve that aim, a beginning must be made with the educa-
tion of children.64

This kind of popular concern for the fate of children played an impor-
tant role in shaping Canadian policy, as the government's efforts to wrestle
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with the fate of UNICEF demonstrate. Although Canadian officials had
not shown much enthusiasm for promoting children's rights after 1945,
Canadian citizens donated considerable amounts ot time and money to
UNICEF. Nevertheless, when the question ot its future was raised at the
UN in 1950, Ottawa quickly withdrew its support.fo Though the govern-
ment recognized the "continuing needs of children," it thought that any
commitment for the future should be made with caution. UNICEF
appeared to be just one more in a series of "impractical proposals for ambi-
tious welfare schemes."66 Pearson favoured dividing responsibilities
between existing agencies. The Canadian delegation to ECOSOC
deplored the "irresponsibility" ot "under-developed countries" who used
their many votes to dictate spending, while the countries who financed the
fund had little say in its operation. American pressures for an agency devot-
ed specifically to the welfare of children, as well as a concern that other
agencies, whose main preoccupations were elsewhere, might "neglect the
problems which are of concern to children," eventually helped the
Canadian government to change its mind.

Equally important, officials and politicians in Ottawa were aware that
"Inhere has been considerable interest in Canada in the activities of
UNICEF and the Government might well be subject to serious criticism
from the Canadian public if the Delegation to the Assembly were to
oppose a resolution on aid to children."67 Thus, significantly and reluc-
tantly, international child welfare questions had become a legitimate mat-
ter ot cabinet concern.6S

In the autumn of 1959, the General Assembly's Third Committee
worked on the proposal for a declaration on the rights ot children with
alacrity. According to the IUCW delegate in New York, who met the act-
ing director of the Human Rights Commission in September 1959, the
committee "had not been productive of late and may be very pleased to
deal with an item which can produce results at this session. (Outlook on
the Human Rights Commission is dim). Therefore they are likely to see in
the Declaration a chance to come up with some accomplishment." Indeed,
when the committee met

some of the long-standing members of the Committee, who
have lived through the years of struggle to complete a
Covenant, or Covenants, of Human Rights and were frustrated
by the inability to achieve this, saw in the Declaration an oppor-
tunity for the quick accomplishment of a piece of work that
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might increase the Committee's diminished prestige and
achieve a status comparable to that of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights.69

There remained a fear that the USSR would be able to forestall discussions
within this body of 82 members. By 1959, however, the Soviet Union's
growing interest in "peaceful co-existence" and more normal relations
with the West created an atmosphere which enabled delegates to finish
their work.70 The Committee devoted 23 meetings to the project in the
autumn of 1959, before the General Assembly unanimously adopted the
document on November 20.

The Meaning of the iO Principles of Children's Rights
Despite Cold War tensions, the new Declaration reflected some measure of
international agreement on general transformations in the realm of child
welfare. The IUCW played an important role in this development. If it had
retreated from the idea of a UN declaration by 1948, the NGO had not
stopped its work on children's rights. On the contrary, the Cold War, by
postponing interstate negotiations, enhanced the lUCW's status. The
NGO felt that an organization like itself was not stuck in one "national sit-
uation." "[I]t seems evident," wrofe one Union employee, "that the world
cannot wait for delays, fumbling and failures in the struggle to raise the
standards of life and welfare for the masses of its people."71 By the mid-
1950s, the organization saw itself as an international committee of experts.
Its legitimacy came primarily from the very "[ejxtent of [the] needs" that
children faced. The association was also able to exploit its freedom to act
without regard to political concerns, and its ability to relate directly with
lower levels of national administration to carve out a role for itself. It was
assisted by the absence of a public organization concerned with all aspects
of children's lives.72 National organizations were also consulted by their
respective governments on UN projects for children's rights. In 1958, the
IUCW circulated its own proposal for a declaration to put pressure on
governments, with special regard to countries who had a member on the
Human Rights Commission.73 With countries eager to avoid lengthy
debates, the IUCW accomplished a lot of the necessary work of negotia-
tion and compromise between the two sessions of the Human Rights
Commission devoted to the Declaration in 1957 and 1959.74

The new text's first pronouncement aimed at justifying specific rights
for children. It recalled the UN Charter's commitment to "promote social
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Union's delegate even accused them of "wanting to undermine the recog-
nition of the rights of the child in practice and to enable governments to
shift their responsibilities on to others."85 The lUCW's delegate in New
York observed: "the subject matter of the Declaration represented] a bat-
tleground of ideology on which each group with a 'cause' to promote [saw]
an opportunity to gain ground for its own purposes."*6

A similar debate resulted over providing children with proper health
care. Western opposition forced the Human Rights Commission to remove
language calling for "free medical services" from the draft circulating for
comment between 1957 and 1959.87 The declaration's fourth principle,
which dealt with the problem of health care, represented a compromise:
"The child shall enjoy the benefits of social security," including health for
child and mother, nutrition, housing, and recreation. This broadly defined
right reflected the UN Secretariat's determination, which had grown since
it had first explored the question of children's rights in 1945-46, to expand
the changing minima ot welfare. "|C|hild welfare [had become for many)
an integral part of any general social security system."88 The idea reflected
the Social Commission's own mandate; during consultations in 1957-59 on
the possibility ot adopting the 1924 Geneva Declaration, the inclusion of a
right to social security figured prominently.

Other principles underlined the evolving nature of childhood. While
the 1924 text promised a child the means to develop and the means to earn
a livelihood, the authors of the 1959 statement on children's rights tried to
provide a right to an "education, which shall be free and compulsory, at
least in the elementary stages."89 Similarly, the declaration included a new
principle on the worth of the family:

The child, for the full and harmonious development of his
personality, needs love and understanding. He shall, whenev-
er possible, grow up in the care and under the responsibility
ot his parents, and, in any case, in an atmosphere of affection
and of moral and material security; a child ot tender years
shall not, save in exceptional circumstances, be separated from
his mother.9"

This article apparently addressed Western criticism of communist child-
rearing, echoed in the remarks ot the National Chinese delegate to the
Third Committee: "It was sad indeed to see families being broken up
under the commune system on the mainland of China and children there
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treated as state property."91

It is important to note that in addition to Cold War pressures, there
were other, older influences brought to bear on the 1959 declaration. Some
recalled the conflicts between Catholics and Protestants which occupied a
prominent place in the work of the League of Nations' Child Welfare
Committee. Catholic associations and countries were already uneasy with
any discussion of rights since Pope Pius XII proclaimed in 1948 that
mankind should not presume to pronounce on something that existed
above and beyond himself.92 Catholic representatives insisted on distin-
guishing legitimate children from illegitimate ones, arguing that equality
for the latter "would... undermine the family structures which were the
very bedrock of the rights of the child."93 They were also concerned by
the rights of children before birth. Catholic insistence on the rights of
unborn children was counterbalanced by fears of overpopulation in the
developing world.94

There were divisions between rich and poor which reflected the fear
among developing nations that they might be burdened with expensive
commitments to their children that they would not be able to meet. India,
for instance, opposed a Moscow-sponsored clause calling on the state (and
other institutions) to assist parents in raising large families.95 The Laotian
delegate remarked perceptively that these types of commitments were
"within the capacity only of some Western and Anglo-Saxon countries."96

Ghana's representative to the UN General Assembly added: "It would be
interesting to see to what extent the colonial powers found it possible to
implement the principle [of free and compulsory education] in their
dependent territories." In order to respond to these concerns, the pream-
ble of the 1959 Declaration urged states to "recognize these rights and
strive for their observance progressively."

Conclusion: Children's Rights and Peace
Commenting on the power the UN Charter allocated to the Security
Council over the economic and social agencies, and over human rights and
fundamental freedoms, a former League of Nations official argued against
separating the UN's "technical work" from its collective security functions.
He believed that "the best hope for reducing the military preoccupation of
the Council... is to increase the volume of constructive co-operation for
which the whole Organization will be responsible."97 Canadian diplomats
also claimed that "security and economic well-being are two sides of the
same coin" and "a valid basis for world peace can only be found in an
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extension of co-operation between all nations in their economic and social
relations with one another." They argued that their work in ECOSOC
"justified to a greater extent than any other United Nations agency, our
continued faith in international co-operation."98

This was only partly true. Cold War tensions emphasized how danger-
ous it was to make UN human rights functions dependent on its collective
security functions. During the early Cold War, the promotion of human
rights, in form and pace, was profoundly shaped by international diplo-
matic tensions. And yet, the faith of Canada's diplomats was perhaps justi-
fied. Children's rights provided ground on which nations otherwise unable
to agree could converse. As a lever for domestic electorates to seek more
social security and as a diplomatic instrument in the Cold War struggle to
win allies in the developing world, children's rights had become by the
1950s an important measure of the growing scope of the public world.
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