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breaks before they become epidemics.
The new dean believes in using evi-

dence to persuade. This was how he ral-
lied political will behind Seguro Popular,
which enrolled 30 million uninsured
Mexicans in its first five years and is on
track to reduce the uninsured rate nearly
to zero in two more. “People were not
aware that four million families a year
were becoming completely impoverished”
because of high medical costs, Frenk says.
His report also revealed that the Mexican
government was spending three times as
much on health services for people who

had insurance as it was on care for the
uninsured. “Nobody was measuring it,”
he recalls. “You bring these things to light
by doing research about them.”

This is an example of what he calls
moving from declaration to implementa-
tion: “It’s one thing to declare a right. It’s
another thing to create the mechanism to
actually exercise the right.” Mexico had
amended its constitution in 1983 to guar-
antee its citizens a right to the highest at-
tainable standard of health, mirroring the
constitution of the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO). Yet in 2003, its health-in-

surance system was still so rigidly linked
to formal employment that 50 million
Mexicans—half the population—were
uninsured and at risk of being bankrupted
by a health emergency. In a just and com-
passionate society, Frenk said in a 2006
address at HSPH, “access to healthcare
cannot be part of the reward system.” 

The common thread linking his govern-
ment service to his Harvard post, he says,
is the power of knowledge—it can break
down bureaucratic barriers, as with Se-
guro Popular, but can also work in a more
populist fashion, as he noted in the 2006

In December, Har-

vard commemo-

rated the sixtieth

anniversary of the

Universal Declara-

tion of Human Rights, promulgated in the aftermath of World

War II to help prevent future wars and to provide a model for

how nations and their citizens should treat each other.Yet the

very evening after the Declaration was adopted by the United

Nations General Assembly, Eleanor Roosevelt—who chaired

the UN committee that drafted the document—questioned

“whether a mere statement of rights without legal obligation

would inspire governments to see that these rights were ob-

served.” As President Drew Faust said in recalling Roosevelt’s

words, “We cannot be complacent, because as uplifting as the

Declaration is…every day, every single one of those articles is

violated somewhere.”

Faust spoke on December 10 at a public event at the Harvard

Kennedy School that capped a week of commemorative obser-

vances.The evening began with dramatic readings of each arti-

cle, and concluded with a performance by Malian singer and

women’s rights advocate Oumou Sangare.The intellectual core

was a panel discussion with “two extraordinary human rights

thinkers and practitioners,” said Faust—Lamont University Pro-

fessor Amartya Sen and Presley professor of social medicine

Paul Farmer—who took up Roosevelt’s question and sought to

establish “how far we have come and how far we have to go.”

The Declaration, said Sen, contributed to the world of ideas in

at least four distinct ways. First, it took the view that human rights

should not be seen as protective legal instruments but as ethical

demands that might lead to legislation; it is a call to “reorganize

the world in such a way that these rights are actually realized.”

Second, by recognizing that laws are not the only avenue for ad-

vancing its agenda, the Declaration’s fulfillment has come to de-

pend on “many other ways of advancing the cause,” including pub-

lic discussion, social monitoring, investigative reporting and the

normal functioning of the media.Third, the Declaration “takes a

much larger list of freedoms and claims under its protective um-

brella” than “the American dec-

laration of 1776 and the French

declaration of 1789”: it asserts

“not only basic political rights,

but the right to social security

and the right to work, the right

to education, protection against

unemployment, the right to join

trade unions and the right of

just and favorable remunera-

tion.” Finally, said Sen, the Dec-

laration is “remarkable…in that

it applies to everybody in the world without exception.”

The importance of universal application was underlined when

Farmer responded to a question about his work, which centers

on providing healthcare to the poor. “In medicine,” he said, “if

we have no recourse to a rights framework, people who are liv-

ing in poverty are in big trouble.Why? Because the total com-

modification of medicine means that in any setting, some people

will always be priced out of the market.You need a safety net

for the…destitute sick. Is that socialist? I don’t know…but I

know that the notion of markets and commodities for every-

thing doesn’t help everyone, and if your constituents—as mine

happen to be—are people who live in poverty, we need comple-

mentary frameworks.” As Sen concluded in his assessment of

the Declaration, even though the rights it articulates remain un-

realized for many, its “vision remains hugely important in the

contemporary world.”

Human Rights:
Inalienable, Unfulfilled

Faust, Sen, and Farmer
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Articles from the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights were projected onto
Harvard buildings in December.
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