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Milestone Anniversaries:  

Marking Time in International Human Rights Law 

 

Kathryn McNeilly* 

ABSTRACT 

Milestone anniversaries noting the creation of treaties, documents and bodies have become a 

common part of international human rights law. While much scholarship has been stimulated by 

such anniversaries, little has considered anniversary noting as an activity in its own right. The 

present article addresses this. Examining United Nations and scholarly materials on selected 

anniversaries from the mid-twentieth century to the present, it does so by thinking about time. 

Analysis of these materials reveals that international human rights anniversary work is 

characterized by an active relationship to time, rather than marking calendar time alone. This 

analysis stimulates a more reflective apprehension of anniversary noting as an important yet 

under-considered activity in this area of law and, in turn, enhances understandings of 

international human rights law and its operation. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Milestone anniversaries and their noting are a common part of international human rights law, 

particularly within the United Nations (UN) system. Anniversaries have been recalled in this area 

of law across the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, including with increasing regularity 

as treaties, soft law documents, and additional bodies are added to the system. In this respect, 

anniversaries have become somewhat of a staple part of human rights internationally. Recent 

notable examples include the seventieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR), the fiftieth anniversary of the International Covenants on Civil and Political 

Rights and Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and—more generally—the seventy-fifth 

anniversary of the UN itself. The noting of such dates will be familiar to anyone working within 

this subset of international law, with earlier anniversaries preceding these most recent occasions. 

Indeed, anniversaries are commonly used as a starting point for events, academic books and 
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articles, UN speeches and Resolutions, to name just a few examples. Given the growing 

frequency of anniversary noting in this area of law, it is important to consider more of its 

operation and function: what the commemoration of anniversaries involves and how this work is 

undertaken. While human rights anniversaries have stimulated much scholarship,1 little has 

considered broader questions about this form of anniversary noting as an activity in its own right 

which stands to be more reflectively understood. Potential exists for such anniversary noting to 

be apprehended alongside other practices that scholars have recently explored, in various ways, 

as constitutive features of international law as a structure.2 In this article, I begin this fuller 

consideration. I do so through analysis of UN and scholarly materials on selected milestone 

human rights anniversaries from the mid-twentieth century to the present. As two key actors in 

international human rights anniversary work, and in the practice of international law more 

generally,3 UN and scholarly sources offer a starting point for the more conscious consideration 

that the article seeks to stimulate. 

Analysis of these materials suggests that one step towards a deeper understanding of 

anniversary noting in this way can be facilitated by thinking more closely about time.  This 

activity can be apprehended as involving temporal work beyond marking calendar time alone. 

Rather than serving just to highlight the passage of time against a calendar of days, months, and 

years, human rights anniversary noting is characterized by a more active relationship to time. 

Time and temporal ideas appear at the heart of this work, woven throughout UN and scholarly 

sources and operate to create and balance three themes that drive anniversary activity. These are 

celebration, reflection, and new understanding. The work of milestone anniversaries appears to 

be defined by one, or more often a combination, of these themes. Celebration—affirmation and 

advancement of international human rights norms and institutions—is created by linearity and 
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employment of collective memory. Reflection—analysis of successes, challenges, and 

suggestions for enhancement of human rights—emerges via pause as well as continuity and 

discontinuity. New understanding—opening of opportunities to understand or see something new 

about the past, present, or future of this area of law—is generated by autobiographical memory 

and instability. In terms of balance, celebration and continuity-focused reflection appear 

strongest with the temporalities that underpin them—linearity, collective memory, and 

continuity—appearing most frequently. However, this does not discount discontinuity-focused 

reflection or new understanding. While appearing less frequently, the temporalities driving these 

latter themes—discontinuity, autobiographical memory, and instability—remain detectable as 

part of anniversary work. Through this investigation marking time anew in anniversary activity, 

a deeper knowledge comes into view than is presently available. This analysis offers the first step 

towards a more reflective apprehension of anniversary noting as an essential yet under-

considered activity in this area of law. In turn, it is possible to add to existing understandings of 

international human rights law and its operation. 

Discussion to follow undertaking this analysis proceeds in three sections. In section II, I 

provide an overview of milestone anniversaries in international human rights law, focusing on 

the UN system. This includes detail on what anniversaries are noted, by whom, and in what 

ways, as well as introduction of the UN and scholarly material to be examined. In this section, I 

also detail two foundational bodies of literature that can be employed to explore human rights 

anniversary noting as an activity characterized by an active relationship to time.4 In section III, I 

turn to read the anniversary material from the two sources noted. In this analysis, I explore the 

themes of celebration, reflection, and new understanding contained within these materials and 

examine how these themes are created by the temporal ideas highlighted above. In the article’s 
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final section, section IV, I offer reflections on the balance struck between these themes via the 

temporalities that underpin them and encourage international human rights lawyers to begin to be 

attentive to the rich nature of anniversary noting that emerges. The significance of this analysis is 

outlined as lying in the potential it offers to weave another thread into understandings of 

international human rights law, assisting efforts to understand this legal system and its operation 

more fully. 

II. INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW’S ANNIVERSARIES 

To begin the discussion, it is necessary to consider the milestone anniversaries that are noted in 

the UN human rights system, by whom, and in what ways. Turning, first, to the anniversaries 

that are noted. As a starting point, we may consider the UDHR. Given its foundational status in 

the international human rights law system, regular milestone anniversaries have been noted for 

the Declaration over its seven decades to date.5 Beyond this, anniversaries related to the main 

human rights treaties are detectable. As mentioned, the International Covenants have recently 

celebrated a significant half-century point. Alongside this, the Convention on the Prevention and 

Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the Convention 

Against Torture, and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities are other treaties 

for which milestone anniversaries have been marked in recent decades. A wider range of soft law 

documents have additionally been the subject of anniversary activities. These include the 

Declaration on the Right to Development and the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders. Also 

included in this category are the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the Vienna 
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Declaration and Platform for Action, which both recently reached twenty-fifth anniversaries.6 

Anniversary occasions offer opportunities to draw attention to the provisions of these treaties and 

documents, as well as to related human rights challenges. While treaties and soft law documents 

are often the focus of anniversary activities, bodies have likewise been at the center of such 

attention. Alongside the UN itself, notable among these has been the Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and the Human Rights Council, both of which have 

had milestone anniversaries celebrated in the opening decades of the twenty-first century. Across 

all of these treaties, documents, and bodies, the milestone anniversaries that are noted progress in 

five- and ten-year intervals, as is customary for anniversary and birthday celebrations more 

generally.7 Occasionally, however, other numbers are engaged. One example is the eighteenth 

anniversary of the CRC, an apt milestone given the thematic focus of this treaty.8 

Turning to consider who notes these anniversaries and in what ways, the answers to these 

questions are wide-ranging. The UN itself has a vital part to play. Roland Burke observes that, 

throughout its history, the UN has commemorated the UDHR’s anniversary “with dedicated 

meetings in the General Assembly, with speechifying, often sentimental professions of faith . . . 

and a dedicated celebratory concert in New York.”9 Prizes,10 conferences, postage stamps,11 

resolutions created in fora such as the General Assembly, the Human Rights Council and its 

predecessor the Commission on Human Rights, and documents generated by the OHCHR are 

some of the wider ways the UN has noted human rights anniversaries. This work within the UN 

sits alongside that of international human rights scholars who have also noted many of the 

anniversaries highlighted above. Workshops and conferences held during anniversary years serve 

a vital purpose in bringing scholars together to exchange ideas. These events are accompanied by 

and have often been the stimulant for, a significant body of literature produced responding to 
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milestone anniversaries.12 A section of this literature that is particularly interesting to note is 

commentaries from authors who have experience of working within the institutions of 

international human rights law.13 Human rights scholarship stimulated by the noting of 

anniversaries has grown from the late 1990s onwards, coinciding with many of the mid-to-late 

century treaties reaching key milestones, and now amounts to a substantial body of work. In 

addition to the UN and scholars, those noting anniversaries include NGOs at regional, national, 

and international levels. Reports, briefing papers, press releases, reflections, conferences, 

concerts,14 awareness-raising campaigns, and lobbying activities are some of the ways this 

collection of actors and organizations note human rights milestones. This work is diverse and 

frequently connected to the activity of venularization15 and enhancement of human rights 

protection on the ground. Additionally, often states themselves are involved in anniversary 

noting activities. This can take the form of diplomatic statements or other forms of document 

creation at national or international levels.16 Finally, beyond the UN, scholars, NGOs and states, 

wider actors across civil society and the corporate sector often participate in human rights 

anniversaries. Such participation can take the form of partnership activities with the UN,17 or 

broader, local-level work to educate and commemorate.18 

From this overview, it is evident that many anniversaries have come to be marked by 

actors inside and outside the formal human rights system. While the noting of anniversaries has 

been detectable from the early years of international human rights law, the number of 

anniversaries and materials associated with them has grown as the UN has developed. This 

increase was noted from the mid-to-late twentieth century in UN fora, where international years 

and anniversaries were the subject of discussion.19 While reflection on the volume of 

anniversaries is detectable at this point, enthusiasm for marking anniversaries does not appear to 
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have waned either within the UN or more broadly. Yet, despite its ever-growing nature, 

international human rights law scholarship to date is yet to explore anniversary noting as an 

activity to be considered in its own right. Most scholarly work in this area appears to be 

stimulated by particular anniversaries. Occasionally, anniversaries have been engaged as 

temporal markers for historical analysis.20 Rarely, however, has reflection been undertaken on 

the work that anniversaries perform and how they carry out this work. As patterned or recurrent 

in nature and having rule-like conventions that guide their public noting, the marking of human 

rights anniversaries can be understood as a practice involving a range of actors that contributes to 

international law as a structure.21 Deeper understanding of this practice stands to be facilitated, 

studying what actors are doing in this sphere as part of ongoing work constituting this area of 

law. To begin this conversation, I turn to the noting of anniversaries by two groups. These are, 

first, the UN, engaging documentation from the General Assembly, the OHCHR, the Human 

Rights Council, and the Commission on Human Rights. The second group is human rights 

scholars, engaging academic journal articles and books. The materials engaged span the 

anniversaries of selected treaties, documents, and human rights bodies from the mid-twentieth 

century to the present,22 with a particular intensity in scholarly anniversary materials from the 

late-twentieth century given the increase in human rights work in this field from this period. This 

is not to advance, following discussion above, that these are the only groups who note milestone 

anniversaries. It is not possible in this article to capture all work on human rights anniversaries. 

The UN and academic scholarship offer two readily available bodies of anniversary 

documentation from two significant actors in international human rights law practice and thus 

provide a starting point in thinking more carefully about the work involved. Additionally, 

exploration is limited to English-language resources. In this respect, the materials examined 
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cannot be viewed as representing the entirety of anniversary noting activity, but they do offer a 

robust foundation for discussion. 

In this exploration, two bodies of literature offer assistance. The first is work beyond the 

law that has examined the noting of anniversaries as an activity in private and public life which 

stands to be investigated.23 When it comes to public anniversaries, scholars have considered the 

historical expansion of anniversary celebrations in Western contexts in recent centuries.24 

Commenting on this rise, Konrad Köstlin states that “anniversaries seem inevitable and 

somehow necessary in modern societies. They serve as hooks for ideas, as apologies for 

reflection, as catalysts for creativity.”25 Anniversaries in public contexts are also often 

characterized by educational activities, offering opportunities for deeper or new understandings 

of the institution, event, or figure being commemorated.26 Importantly, this body of work 

demonstrates a close connection between anniversary noting and time. While one function of 

anniversaries is the marking of calendar time, 27 their relationship to time emerges as one that is 

more active and nuanced. Anniversary activities are understood in this literature as characterized 

by a range of temporalities, including repetition and continuity,28 collective pause,29 and linear 

progress.30 Alongside, and often caught up with, these rhythms of time, anniversaries also have 

active connections to temporalities of past and present. Scholarship in this field characterizes 

anniversary occasions as ways of demonstrating the continued relevance of the past in the 

present, as well as holding potential to direct the present itself.31 In this respect, time actively 

underpins and shapes anniversary noting work. Temporal elements emerge in and guide this 

activity and do so in a manner that is more complex than may first be thought. 

I suggest that such literature apprehending anniversary noting as characterized by an 

active relationship to time can be of use in facilitating a deeper understanding of international 
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human rights anniversaries. In turning focus to attend to the active relationship between 

anniversaries and time in legal contexts, a second body of work also provides useful foundations: 

scholarship on law and time. Scholars in this area have explored how legal discourses, 

institutions, and activities are connected to time in law’s formal spaces and more widely.32 This 

includes mapping how ideas of time are produced in and through the law, legal activities, and 

actors.33 In this work, it is possible to gain insights into the time of law, as opposed to law in 

time.34 The insights of this scholarship have begun to be extended to international human rights 

law to explore the diverse role that time plays in this legal system.35 To date, however, law and 

time thinking has not considered the noting of legal anniversaries. By bringing this literature into 

conversation with the wider work discussed above, productive insights can be gained. If 

anniversary noting in broader contexts is characterized by temporal elements, there is good 

reason to consider that legal anniversary noting will demonstrate a similar character. The tools of 

law and time thinking can be engaged to apprehend milestone anniversary noting as another site 

where temporalities are at the heart of law’s operation and the activity of actors internal and 

external to the legal system. Anniversaries appear as an additional location where the temporal 

life of law can be investigated. In this respect, international human rights lawyers can consider 

insights from the literature on both anniversaries and law and time when it comes to 

understanding human rights anniversary noting more deeply. 

Building on these foundations in the next section, I explore three themes that are central 

to the work of anniversary noting generally—celebration, reflection, and new understanding—

and examine how these are temporally created in the context of international human rights law. 

To do so, I turn to the UN and scholarly anniversary materials outlined above and the discourse 

they contain. These documents were read with an eye to celebration, reflection, and new 
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understanding, with the ideas of time that serve to bolster or support these thematic concepts 

subsequently being identified. Through this discussion, it is possible to develop a thicker 

knowledge of anniversary noting in this area of law and to consider its building blocks more 

closely. 

III. THEMES TEMPORALLY CREATED IN ANNIVERSARY NOTING 

A. Celebration 

When thinking of anniversaries, celebration is a word that may easily come to mind. While some 

take a more sober path of commemoration,36 many anniversaries are understood as events of a 

celebratory nature and are often explicitly framed as such. This is true too of international human 

rights law anniversaries. Across UN and scholarly documentation, the word celebration regularly 

arises,37 and celebration appears as a key theme driving anniversary activity connected to a 

particular human rights treaty, document, or body. Celebration affirms the celebrant, their 

identity and progress in the context of modern time,38 and their value more generally.39 In the 

case of international human rights law anniversaries, celebration serves to affirm the norms and 

institutions of this area of law, their coherent and forward-moving identity, and their 

embeddedness as a key part of a shared global past and present. The theme of celebration, and 

the affirmation that is central to it, is created in human rights anniversary noting via two 

particular temporal ideas: linearity and collective memory. Let us explore each of these in turn in 

conversation with the anniversary documentation produced by the UN and scholars to understand 

more. 
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To begin with linearity, this temporality operates to support celebratory affirmation 

through a focus on successful linear movement from past to present to future.40 In the 

anniversary materials explored, linearity creating such an effect emerges in two forms. First, a 

narrative of linear development can often be detected framing the anniversary discussion. In 

other words, this area of law, and particular documents, treaties, or bodies enjoying anniversary 

occasions within it, are presented as moving linearly from the past to the present, and forward to 

the future. For example, commenting on the seventieth anniversary of the UDHR, the UN High 

Commissioner for Human Rights stated that “we have come a long way down this path since 

1948… but we still have a long way to go.”41 As a result, the UDHR is located against a 

backdrop of linear development. The same focus on linear development can be detected in the 

General Assembly’s observance of the fortieth anniversary of the UN itself, which determined 

the theme for this celebration as “United Nations for a better world.”42 Here, we see a narrative 

of the anniversary year as “mark[ing] the beginning” of a new era that will develop in a linear 

manner from the present.43 In such documentation, celebration is generated not only through 

celebrating successful endurance from past to present, but also by invoking the future in a linear 

manner and the celebrant’s place in it. This is particularly evident in the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights’ comments on the fiftieth anniversary of the International Covenants which stated 

that “this structure of law and principles is our most precious inheritance from past generations, 

and it is the most valuable legacy we can pass on to our children.”44 In scholarly literature, the 

same linear movement is evident when the history of the particular celebrant is discussed as part 

of framing the anniversary discussion. The celebrant is often explored from origin to the present, 

providing a linear sense of development that informs discussion. One example is Daniel 

Moeckli, Helen Keller, and Corina Heri’s work on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the 
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International Covenants, which is explicitly framed around “their past, present, and future.”45 

Here, the celebrant is affirmed against the backdrop of familiar conceptions of historical time. 

Linearity can also be observed when authors take such discussion a step further and consider 

what can be learned from the past and present for the future of the celebrant in question.46 While 

this latter approach is detectable in UN materials, it is particularly common in scholarly work as 

linear movement between past, present, and future is often used as an organizing principle or 

way to guide anniversary discussion. Here the purpose of anniversary celebrations is coined in 

the sense of learning for the future. Such narratives of linear development and connection 

between past, present, and future affirm and celebrate forward movement and advance a coherent 

identity for the particular celebrant which aligns with wider understandings of modern time.  

Accompanying this, second, a recalling of the progress that has been achieved by or 

through the celebrant in question is also observable in anniversary materials and assists in 

creating celebration and affirmation of the celebrant’s value. As Tony Evans commented on the 

occasion of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights’ fiftieth anniversary, “it is inevitable that 

several publications will mark the fiftieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR). As with the twentieth, thirtieth, and fortieth anniversaries, many of these will 

celebrate the great ‘progress’ made in protecting human rights throughout the world.”47 Evans 

appears correct in his observations, not just in relation to scholarly work where consideration of 

progress is often threaded through anniversary discussion.48 Employment of this temporality can 

also be observed in UN materials and plays an important part in celebrating the anniversary in 

question within the broader context of the work of the Organization. For example, in marking the 

fifteenth anniversary of the UDHR, the General Assembly noted that “since the adoption of the 

Declaration, definite progress has been achieved.”49 Thirty years later, as part of its noting of the 
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twenty-fifth anniversary of the UN, the General Assembly engages a linear picture of increasing 

membership and expansion of the organization, as well as looking forward to further progress.50 

The frame of reference for the progress discussed depends on the celebrant at the heart of the 

anniversary in question. While the two examples just cited celebrate, respectively, the progress 

that the UDHR and UN have made on a global scale, the progress celebrated on the tenth 

anniversary of the Human Rights Council was more specific. The UN Secretary-General, on this 

occasion, foregrounded this body’s “progress towards putting the human rights pillar back at the 

center of the UN system.”51 Whether adopting a wide, external, or internal frame for progress, 

the understanding that such anniversary narratives generate is that the particular treaty, 

document, or body has achieved linear enhancement and should be celebrated as a result. 

Alongside engaging linearity to celebrate the forward-moving identity and value of 

international human rights treaties, documents, and bodies on their anniversaries, collective 

memory can also be observed as central to supporting celebratory affirmation. Corresponding to 

the construction of shared knowledge and narratives about the past that serve to unify social 

groups and their identities, 52 collective memory is connected to anniversary noting in important 

ways given its status as a commemorative activity. As Köstlin comments, “anniversaries function 

as a sort of encapsulated knowledge about the past, promoting the idea of the identity of a group 

(or a generation).”53 Through public anniversary noting, shared understandings and identities 

stemming from collective memories of the past are affirmed and negotiated in the present.54 

When it comes to international human rights anniversaries, building on the wider connection 

between this area of law and memory more generally,55 collective memories central to the 

identity of the post-1945 global community often engage in recalling the development of the 

particular celebrant in question, or of the international human rights system more generally 
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within which they are located.  

The pattern of engaging collective memory in this way is consistent across UN and 

scholarly materials. Very often, the history of the Second World War is recalled in the course of 

anniversary discussions,56 or events such as colonization, apartheid, or the Cold War.57 The 

effect is to engage a collective narrative regarding the past and events in it which, while not 

necessarily to be celebrated in its own right, creates collective cause for celebration of the human 

rights treaty, document, or body which was established in or following such contexts, designed 

to facilitate enhanced protection of rights globally. For example, on the seventieth anniversary of 

the UDHR, the High Commissioner for Human Rights states that the Declaration was “born out 

of the devastation of two World Wars, the Great Depression of the 1930s, and the Holocaust… 

this was the gift of our ancestors, to help us avoid ever having to go through what they went 

through.”58 While collective memory is particularly evident in UDHR anniversaries, it is 

engaged more generally in relation to other treaties, documents, and bodies. In a similar vein, 

noting the fiftieth anniversary of the International Covenants, the High Commissioner recalls 

memories of twentieth-century history by commenting that these treaties have “helped to shape 

constitutions of many nations represented in this Hall . . . they have taught us to turn away from 

discrimination… they have shown us how to build rule-of-law institutions that are impartial, 

transparent and accessible.”59 Similar to the employment of narratives of progress, engagement 

of collective memory here serves not only to celebrate the body, document, or treaty at hand but 

also celebrates the work of the UN more generally in this sphere and across its history. Wider 

collective memories  that the UN and scholars engage include, for example, in relation to the 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, Hilary Clinton’s 1993 speech proclaiming that 

“women’s rights are human rights,”60 as well as earlier foundational occasions such as the 
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adoption of Magna Carta or the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and the American 

Declaration of Independence.61 In engaging collective memories which pertain to events central 

to the identity of the global community, and weaving these as part of the reason behind creation 

of the celebrant at the heart of the anniversary event, the value of these treaties, documents, or 

bodies is affirmed and their importance is celebrated.  

B. Reflection 

Anniversaries, however, are not defined by celebration alone. They are additionally characterized 

by reflection, taking stock, and discussion.62 This is particularly true of anniversary noting in 

international human rights law. Across UN and scholarly sources, anniversaries are viewed as 

opportunities to reflect and engage in analysis of the celebrant, its successes, challenges, and 

future directions. Commenting on the occasion of 50 years of the UDHR and the Genocide 

Convention, Jerome Shestack pithily puts it that “anniversaries are indeed times for celebrating. 

But, also, they are times for reflection and appraisal and for rededication.”63 Similar 

understandings of the function of anniversaries are detectable in UN material. For example, on 

the seventieth anniversary of the UDHR and the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Vienna 

Declaration and Programme of Action, the Human Rights Council understood the anniversary 

moment as “offer[ing] a valuable opportunity to raise awareness and to reflect on achievements, 

best practices and challenges with regard to the full realization of human rights for all.”64 Three 

temporal ideas in particular assist in generating reflection across the anniversary material 

examined. These are pause, continuity, and discontinuity.  

Considering pause first, this temporality is essential to create an understanding that space 
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for reflection exists at key anniversary points. Commenting on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, UN Women describes the anniversary as a “re-set 

moment.”65 Here the reader encounters the anniversary as a stopping, a break or pause that is 

intended to stimulate re-commitment to the norms being celebrated, but also further analysis and 

action. On the occasion of the thirtieth anniversary of the CRC, the General Assembly in 

Resolution 73/301 similarly explicitly characterizes this date as “an occasion for States to reflect 

on implementation gaps” before taking responsive action.66 Scholars, too, employ ideas of pause 

in their approach to anniversaries and the reflection that is involved on such occasions. Alynna 

Lyon et al state that “the milestone offers an opportunity for reflection, deep assessment, and 

thoughtful prescriptions,”67 a comment that chimes with Manisuli Ssenyonjo and Mashood 

Baderin’s call for “in-depth reflective analyses” sixty years after the adoption of the UDHR.68 

This sentiment embodies a stopping for reflection, a moment of stillness and opportunity to take 

stock, a pause in time constructed throughout anniversary materials. This temporary stopping or 

pause is particularly important to the function of analysis that characterizes scholarly anniversary 

work, albeit the UN too foregrounds taking stock, encouraging states and actors within the UN 

system more generally to pause in order to enhance human rights work going forward. 

Reflection is not generated by temporal pauses only. Many documents go on to undertake 

the reflection and analysis facilitated by the pause. In doing so, they engage two further 

temporalities: continuity and discontinuity. Continuity is detectable across UN and scholarly 

materials in discussion that proposes a continuation of, or increase in, activity pertaining to the 

treaty, document, or body at hand following the pause of the anniversary. Similar to linearity, 

continuity implies a moving forward. What is distinct, though, is the pushing force that it entails: 

an ongoing emphasis, an increase, an intensity to continue in a similar vein. This temporality 



Forthcoming in Human 

Rights Quarterly 45(1) 

(2023). 

  

 

17 

naturally appears strongly in UN documentation. For example, on the twenty-fifth anniversary of 

the UN, the General Assembly engages in analysis of the organization’s work to date and states 

that “we pledge ourselves to a continued and determined struggle against all violations of the 

rights and fundamental freedoms of human beings . . .”69 On the recent seventy-fifth anniversary 

of the UN, the narrative was similarly characterized by a continuity, a declaration adopted by the 

General Assembly stating “our world is not yet the world our founders envisaged 75 years ago . . 

. all this calls for greater action, not less.”70 In UN anniversary materials, continuity is often 

generated via a focus on re-committing to or re-doubling efforts in relation to the treaty, 

document, or body at hand.71 Such is explicitly evident in the Human Rights Council’s noting of 

the fiftieth anniversary of the International Covenants, where it was stated that the anniversary 

“provides an opportunity for the United Nations and its Member States to intensify their efforts 

to promote awareness and strengthened observance of the rights set out in the Covenants.”72 

Across all these statements, recalling Shestack’s reference to rededication cited above, the effect 

generated is that anniversary reflection involves a continuation with renewed emphasis.73  

In scholarly work, continuity can also be observed driving anniversary reflection. 

Commenting on the fiftieth anniversary of the International Covenants, Felice Gaer’s analysis 

offers one example. Rejecting that this is the time for a break in the system, particularly to 

embrace a World Court for Human Rights, Gaer comments that: 

rather than rushing to tear down the treaty body system that currently exists, there 

is a need to do the work either to correct it or prove that it is broken beyond 

repair. Anything less would be a dangerous sacrifice of the institutional and legal 

foundations upon which the human rights treaties have been constructed.74  

Often, the continuity engaged in scholarly anniversary materials involves some element of 

enhancement to or responsiveness for the celebrant. For instance, also commenting on the 



Forthcoming in Human 

Rights Quarterly 45(1) 

(2023). 

  

 

18 

fiftieth anniversary of the Covenants, Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein states that “respect for human 

rights . . . is a continuous process, with new challenges being posed at each phase in human 

history.”75 This indicates that the future for human rights is one of continuity, albeit in ways 

that must be attentive and responsive to emerging challenges. Similarly, commenting on 

the eighteenth and twenty-fifth anniversaries of the CRC respectively, Jaap Doek and Karin 

Arts also foreground continuity, both through “increased efforts . . . to further protect the 

rights of children”76 and facilitating “more impact” through addressing “practicalities 

concerning data and resources, but also more complex agendas on tackling structural 

causes of child rights problems and extending the coverage of international human rights 

more concretely into private domains.”77 In this respect, scholarly work often evidences 

temporalities of continuity where reflection is focused on enhancing the current system to 

facilitate continuous development.  

Also supporting the theme of reflection is the contrasting temporality of discontinuity. 

This is detectable where anniversary analysis stimulates discussion of new directions for the 

celebrant which extend beyond continuity in the same path or vein. In other words, a new 

direction, in some sense, follows the anniversary pause. In the UN literature, this often appears in 

discussions of the need to reform UN machinery or institutions. The General Assembly 

Declaration noting the seventy-fifth anniversary of the UN states that “the world of today is very 

different from what it was when the United Nations was created . . . Our working methods need 

to keep pace and adapt.”78 This sentiment is echoed in the General Assembly’s noting of the 

fiftieth anniversary of the UN in the statement that “it is essential that the UN itself be reformed 

and modernized.”79 This kind of discontinuity alludes to the need for reform beyond continuing 

in the same vein. Occasionally, UN anniversary materials gesture towards the need for a changed 
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approach to particular norms or documents. One example can be found in a Resolution of the 

Commission on Human Rights’ Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and 

Protection of Minorities on the tenth anniversary of the Declaration on the Right to 

Development. Here it was noted that international cooperation pertaining to the Declaration “has 

not made much headway 10 years after the adoption of the Declaration” and a strengthening of 

efforts across states and the UN was called for.80 

 Discontinuity in scholarly work often takes a similar form, created through the 

suggestion of reforms or changes that would modify the human rights system in various ways. 

On the thirty-fifth anniversary of the UDHR, for example, Philip Alston reflects on the 

proclamation of new rights in the General Assembly and proposes “procedural reforms designed 

to ensure more adequate reflection and coordination” which would change practice in this area.81 

Nico Schrijver uses the opportunity of the fiftieth anniversary of the International Covenants to 

engage in analysis suggesting the need for “a new technical protocol in order to facilitate 

cooperation between the treaty bodies of the two covenants, with a view to establish in future 

joint monitoring mechanisms and joint complaints procedures of all treaty bodies and ultimately 

to pave the way towards one worldwide human rights treaty.”82 Here discontinuity informs 

anniversary reflection to greater and lesser extents in suggesting new directions for monitoring 

and other processes surrounding international human rights and their implementation. This is an 

approach detectable in a range of academic anniversary work.83 Discontinuity is also detectable 

in scholarly writing that contains critical reflection, where authors use the anniversary 

opportunity to engage in various levels of critique rather than a full endorsement of the norms or 

bodies at hand.84 While there are, therefore, differing degrees and variants of discontinuity 

generated by the UN and scholars, this is a temporality that clearly contributes to reflection, 
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using the anniversary noting moment to advance futures or directions that are not so continuous 

in nature. The issue of the frequency between the ostensibly competing temporalities of 

continuity and discontinuity observed here will be turned to in section IV where balance between 

anniversary themes is discussed. 

C. New Understanding 

The third and final theme to consider as driving anniversary noting is perhaps less intuitive than 

celebration and reflection but also appears as an important element of this work: new 

understanding. This can be apprehended as an opening of opportunities to see something new 

about this area of law and its past, present, or future via anniversary discussion. This links to the 

opportunity for education that milestone anniversary work often offers, as well as the possibility 

for new analyses. Not only true for anniversaries generally, international human rights law 

anniversaries also demonstrate this work in both explicit and implicit ways. This includes 

anniversary occasions as opening space for discussion on the meaning of human rights 

themselves, allowing new understandings to emerge, 85 as well as stimulating educational work 

more broadly.86 Again, this theme appears from anniversary materials to come into being 

temporally. Two ways this occurs is via engagement of autobiographical memory, which can 

facilitate new understandings of international human rights law’s past, and temporalities of 

instability, which may stimulate new understandings of its present or future.  

Beginning with autobiographical memory, while anniversaries mostly recall a familiar 

story regarding the past of the celebrant,87 on occasions they can serve to stimulate new or 

additional understandings. The engagement of autobiographical memory is one way this may 
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occur. This involves recollection of the past but, in contrast to historical memory or collective 

memory which stem from information accessible in the public domain, is an individual form of 

remembering of pasts we ourselves have experienced.88 I am using the term autobiographical 

memory here to capture understandings of the past that emerge from the point of view of an 

individual and foreground localized knowledge about the past that is otherwise not a part of 

wider, macro-cultural memories.  Scholars, or others with first-hand experience of creating the 

treaties, documents, or bodies being noted in anniversary work, often invoke this form of 

memory. What this form of time holds potential to is to offer a fresh lens through which to view 

the celebrant in question and to gain an understanding of how it came into being, the actors or 

work involved, or its significance in ways that can only be apprehended through bottom-up or 

micro-accounts.  

One example of this in scholarly material appears in reflections offered by Kevin Boyle 

on the tenth anniversary of the OHCHR.89 Boyle uses this opportunity to recall his role as an 

international civil servant at the OHCHR, acting as Special Adviser to Mary Robinson. In doing 

so, he offers an autobiographical view of human rights work in the early 2000s at the High 

Commissioner’s office. He reflects on work to render the Office’s work more accessible to the 

public, the impact of the events of 11 September 2001, and communication between the Office 

and the media, for instance. This personal recollection allows for a new insight into the OHCHR 

and holds potential to add to public understanding of it during this period. Further examples can 

be found at the UN. These include comments delivered by drafters of the UDHR on its milestone 

anniversary occasions.90 These speeches, delivered in the General Assembly, provide insights 

into the creation of this document, and its development across time, from the perspective of those 

who were central to its drafting. 
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In addition to autobiographical memory narrated from a first-hand perspective, this form 

of memory can also emerge in a less direct manner via second-hand recollections of the 

experiences of individual actors. This involves drawing attention to individuals who may not 

feature prominently in widely shared recollections. Through encountering these individuals’ 

experiences and pasts, anniversary noting can educate and generate new understandings of the 

celebrant and its history. One example of such in UN material appears in accounts of the actors 

involved in the creation of the UDHR on its seventieth anniversary articulated by OHCHR. 

Marking this occasion, the High Commissioner for Human Rights notes that “the role of Eleanor 

Roosevelt, who chaired the drafting committee is well known. Less well known is the fact that 

women from… other countries around the world also made crucial contributions.”91 Adding to 

this, the General Assembly President, noting the same anniversary, draws attention to the work 

of Hansa Mehta and Minerva Bernardino, among others.92 These statements evoke memories of 

the past tied to individuals and their biographies that may supplement those memories often 

recollected regarding the UDHR. The past here is recalled in ways that offer an insight into the 

process from the bottom up, highlighting more of the work involved and doing so in a way that 

adds to understandings of the past of this document. 

Alongside autobiographical memory, second, possibilities for new understanding are 

opened up via instability. Engagement of this temporality helps to draw attention to new 

backdrops, developments, and other ongoing fluctuations that may be acting upon the 

international human rights system and the document or body being noted. The result is that it is 

possible to understand something new about human rights in the present or the future. The 

changes at hand which stimulate instability in anniversary discussion have varied throughout the 

history of this legal system, including armed conflicts, environmental change, and a range of 
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emerging socio-political contexts. In scholarly literature, Evans states on the occasion of the 

UDHR at 50 that “the status of universal human rights is uncertain in the current era… Whatever 

changes have already taken place, or are likely in the future, the content of human rights and the 

rights debate will need constant re-examination.”93 In their reflections on the tenth anniversary of 

the Beijing Conference and Declaration, Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi highlight a 

changed global political environment at the opening of the twenty-first century, one which they 

see as posing new challenges for the objectives set in the 1990s.94 More recently, Keller and 

Moeckli note the fiftieth anniversary of the International Covenants by locating them against a 

backdrop of instability: “the system is very likely to continue to attract a great deal of attention 

over the next few years, as it is faced with the question of how to guarantee human rights in 

terms of globalization, financial crises, environmental disasters, and climate change, war, and 

terrorism.”95 Here a clear sense of human rights as operating in unstable, uncertain, and changing 

backdrops, as opposed to following stable and linear trajectories, is generated.  

Such temporalities are detectable in UN work, too. On the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 

UN, the General Assembly notes that “despite the achievements of the UN, a grave situation of 

insecurity still confronts the organization and armed conflicts occur. . .”96 Similarly, on the tenth 

anniversary of the Human Rights Council, the Secretary-General notes that “human rights are 

sadly under attack around the world,”97 suggesting that the body in question is currently 

operating against a backdrop which is not fully stable. While instability is detectable across 

many UN anniversary documents, it is interesting to note that in this category of literature, 

stability often appears alongside. For instance, the General Assembly President comments on the 

seventieth anniversary of the UN that “in times of crisis and instability, in which the international 

system that we have worked so hard to build faces multiple challenges, we are compelled more 
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than ever to fulfil the principles of the Universal Declaration.”98 Similarly, the UNHCHR notes 

on the fiftieth anniversary of the International Covenants that while “we cannot know what crises 

the next 50 years will bring,” the Covenants “continue to guide states and assist individuals . . .  

human rights offer states a path towards greater stability.”99 Instability, therefore, is often not the 

finishing point for anniversary analysis. A similar observation can be made of much scholarly 

work also. For example, Keller and Moeckli map the instabilities that the International 

Covenants face on their 50th anniversary but conclude their reflections on a more stable note: 

“today’s challenges call for an effective human rights system. This book tells us that the ICESCR 

and the ICCPR undoubtedly contribute to the powerful protection of human rights throughout the 

world.”100 Instability nevertheless still assists together with autobiographical memory to generate 

new understandings, or at least the potential for such. 

IV. THEMES TEMPORALLY BALANCED IN ANNIVERSARY NOTING 

In the above reading of discourse appearing in materials created by the UN and scholars, a 

number of temporalities have been observed producing celebration, reflection, and new 

understanding as key drivers of anniversary work. As noted at the outset, these themes often 

overlap, with some narratives in the sources examined indeed engaging all three.101 In moving 

towards a fuller understanding of human rights anniversary noting activity and the active role of 

time in it, however, it is important to reflect on the balance that can be detected between these 

temporally created themes. In doing so, we can observe that not all the temporalities discussed 

above appear with the same frequency. While all are woven throughout anniversary work, some 

appear more frequently than others. These latter, more frequent temporalities are linearity, 
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collective memory, and continuity. UN sources most firmly draw from or foreground these 

temporal ideas, but discussion in the preceding section demonstrates that they also appear as at 

the forefront of much scholarly work. The outcome is that the themes they help to generate—

celebration and continuity-focused reflection—are those that most clearly define anniversary 

noting as an activity in international human rights law. This indeed coheres with anniversaries 

more generally. As Köstlin comments, “the focus of the anniversary… is squarely on an 

impression of continuity”102 and “the anniversary . . . reinforces the idea of progress.”103 The 

result is that milestone human rights anniversaries are not unique in foregrounding these 

particular temporalities and striking a balance in favor of celebration and continuity-focused 

reflection, dovetailing with anniversary noting in wider contexts. These forms of time and their 

related conceptual themes closely align with the work that anniversaries perform to bolster the 

celebrant and narratives related to them.104 In the case of international human rights law, 

celebration and continuity-focused reflection operate to support the treaty, document, or body in 

question and the wider legal system in which they are located via the anniversary activity. 

However, this does not mean that the other temporalities discussed above are of no 

significance.  Discontinuity, autobiographical memory, and instability appear as temporal ideas 

within UN and scholarly work. While these appear to be engaged less frequently, they are 

nevertheless a part of the anniversary narratives that are presented. Resultantly, themes of 

discontinuity-focused reflection and new understanding shaping how the past, present, and future 

of human rights are apprehended still appear as elements of anniversary noting activity. In this 

respect, milestone anniversaries offer an opportunity in international human rights law to not just 

celebrate, continue, and progress, but to consider new directions and understandings. While these 

themes might be overlooked, they are important to consider for a key reason: they demonstrate 
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depth to the activity of anniversary noting, revealing that such noting is not one-dimensional but 

is characterized and driven by multiple aspects which stand to be considered. This depth is 

provided by the diverse temporalities that are engaged alongside each other throughout 

anniversary discussions. Here, the temporal nature of legal anniversary noting reflects the 

temporal life of law more generally. As law and time scholarship demonstrates, a wide range of 

different, and often competing, temporalities are at work across legal discourses, institutions, and 

activities.105 These may not be easily reconciled, but together are part of law. It is this similarly 

rich nature of anniversary noting work in terms of the temporally created themes it holds 

alongside one another that renders it a vibrant and multi-dimensional activity that international 

human rights lawyers may reflect on further.  

Thus, the balance struck between themes temporally created within anniversary noting 

should not be taken to indicate a thin or predictable exercise but, rather, one that is multifaceted. 

In its relationship to time, anniversary noting is driven by linear and continuous temporalities 

and collective memories but, to a lesser extent, also by discontinuous temporalities, 

autobiographical memory, and instability. Its activity cannot be reduced to any one or two of 

these. This appears so regardless of the author at hand: the UN or scholars. This conclusion as to 

the balance of themes and the frequency and diversity of their underpinning temporalities reflects 

the insights of both anniversary scholarship and law and time work, and demonstrates that 

international human rights lawyers interested in apprehending anniversaries beyond the marking 

of calendar time can usefully draw from both these sources. The task that stands to be undertaken 

next is to reflect further on the complex nature of milestone anniversary noting, to detect where 

frequent and less frequent temporalities emerge in UN and scholarly discourse, as well as in 

other sites and locations, and to trace more consciously how celebration, reflection, and new 
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understanding appear through these ideas of time. The present analysis has offered a starting 

point for this work, but more may be done to examine anniversary activities undertaken by the 

actors engaged here, as well as wider actors—including states, NGOs, and broader 

stakeholders—operating at regional, national, and international levels. Analysis might also be 

expanded further by considering anniversary resources written in languages beyond English and 

resources prepared or events undertaken in private, in addition to those examined above, which 

are public in nature. 

At the present juncture, however, the question that remains to be addressed is what 

significance might be drawn from the work that has begun in this article. In other words, what 

might international human rights lawyers take from this initial exploration of milestone 

anniversary noting as an activity which has an active relationship to time and where multiple 

temporal ideas coexist together? In approaching anniversary work in this way, what can be 

concluded is that new avenues for discussion arise which are of use in apprehending more fully 

the legal system international human rights lawyers and scholars are working on or within. As 

noted at the outset, this study of anniversaries holds particular potential to enhance 

understandings in the wider context of an increasing focus on practices in international law, 

adding nuance to the variety of activities that have to date been examined as part of international 

law’s constitutive identity and structural operation.106 For international human rights lawyers, it 

offers one route into closer consideration of the practices that are at work in this subset of 

international law.107 Thus, milestone human rights anniversary noting emerges as an activity 

worthy of further reflection in efforts to more fully apprehend this area of law, its operation, and 

what is involved in it. Anniversary noting appears as undertaken by a range of actors within the 

international human rights law system, enduring and recurrent throughout its history, and 
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characterized not only by marking time but by a multitudinous engagement and balancing of 

temporal ideas more broadly. This activity stands to be further integrated or woven into more 

general understandings of the work undertaken within this area of law and offers another angle 

of observation or analysis in ongoing work to apprehend it more fully. 

V. CONCLUSION 

 An overarching purpose has underpinned the discussion in this article: to equip human rights 

lawyers with the ability to apprehend milestone anniversary noting in international human rights 

law more consciously as an activity. This requires extending beyond engaging anniversary 

occasions as stimulants for discussion to turn focus on anniversaries themselves as an 

increasingly regular phenomenon within this legal system. This phenomenon stands to be 

investigated more closely, and its building blocks further understood in order to better grasp 

what anniversaries do and how. I have suggested that one route to begin closer exploration of 

this “what” and “how” is to approach anniversary noting beyond the marking of calendar time 

alone, drawing attention to the more active relationship that such noting has with time. Marking 

time anew in this way allows for an understanding of international human rights anniversaries as 

a rich and nuanced activity to emerge. In this activity, time assists to create and balance 

important themes of celebration, reflection, and new understanding. The picture that comes into 

view from investigation of UN and scholarly materials through this lens is one where the work of 

international human rights anniversaries is diverse, having more depth than may be thought on 

first blush, and is certainly not one-dimensional. As has been highlighted, this both reflects the 

nature of anniversaries more generally and the nuanced and complex temporal life of law, 



Forthcoming in Human 

Rights Quarterly 45(1) 

(2023). 

  

 

29 

including at the international legal level.  

As international human rights law moves towards the final decades of its first century, 

with anniversary noting now well established as a common activity within this legal system, the 

significance of apprehending anniversary work more deeply should not be dismissed. Doing so 

equips human rights lawyers, scholars, and practitioners with the ability to more consciously 

consider the narratives that underpin and drive anniversary work and begin conversations on 

what anniversary noting currently does, or holds potential to do, as an activity that continues to 

grow as the international human rights system matures. The analysis in this article does not seek 

to pre-empt what might emerge from these discussions, but what it does do is draw attention to a 

gap in knowledge which, to date, has remained unfilled. While the activity of anniversary noting 

is not likely to decline in this area of law, it holds potential to be overlooked or remain under-

considered. To address this, I suggest that we look beyond the temporally obvious, including 

beyond the association of the calendar of days, months, and years, to approach anniversary 

noting as a site that is rich, active, and dynamic, in particular when it comes to the ideas of time 

that define it. 
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