March 24th? International Day for the Right
to the Truth
On this 25th of March 2019, throwback on the right to the truth’s
origins as an essential principle of the International Rights of
Human Rights!
On the 24th of March is celebrated the
International Day for the right to the truth,
or in its full appellation “ the Right to the Truth
Concerning Gross Human Rights violations and
for the Dignity of Victimes”. Throughout this
particular day, it is captivating to come back on
the very idea of the “Right to the Truth”, the
reasons of its creation and the means by which
it was established.
In 2005, the United Nations Human Rights’
Commission set the right to the truth as a
legitimate principle ; in other words an inalienable right to the truth. This principle declares that
“[e]very people has the inalienable right to know the truth about past events concerning the
perpetration of heinous crimes and about the circumstances and reasons that led, through massive or
systematic violations, to the perpetration of those crimes”1 .

History of the right to the truth
Before being consecrated in positive law by international bodies, such as the Inter-American
Court of Human Rights2, this right to the truth was subject to a pragmatical construct governed by
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social needs within societies going through the aftermath of a conflict or an era of repression. The
appearance of the idea to “know” the truth about gross violations of Human Rights followed the
downfall of South American dictatorships, more precisely in Argentina following the families’
claims regarding the people who disappeared. The most well-known example is the association
Madre de la plaza de Mayo which is still gathering every year as it was the case this last 24th of
March 2019 3 to stress out the indispensability of the truth, of justice but also the need for memory.
This right to know the truth has evolved since it is no longer circumscribed to enforced
disappearances. Moreover it has been extended to diverse gross violations of Human Rights. As a
matter of fact, the Security Council4 and the United Nations General Assembly5 , through various
resolutions declared that the right to the truth concerns the establishment of the truth regarding
different matters such as crimes against humanity, genocides, war crimes and serious Human Rights
violations.

What Is the Right to the Truth?
In practice the right to the truth about Human Rights violations induces several elements:
At the level of the individuals:
- victims and their families have the imprescriptible right to know the truth about the
circumstances in which violations took place.
- Victims and their families have the right to know what has happened to their relatives ;
whether they have disappeared or suffered such violence.
- Any society in which such crimes occurred has the right to learn from its history. It is the
right to the collective truth resulting of the study of the sum of individual truths by an independent
body with historical vocation; all this in the perspective to preserve memory.
At the Sate level:
- The obligation to investigate and prosecute gross Human Rights violations
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- The obligation to guarantee access to the knowledge of the truth about the violations
committed, whether they were carried out by operations of rebel groups, or resulting of the actions
of the regular authorities. This obligation induces a free access to the archives.

Why this specific date of the 24th of March?
Óscar Romero was a Salvadoran archbishop, acting for the protection of Human Rights in El
Salvador. Moreover, his activism earned him a nomination for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979. After
his appointment as archbishop, he became the “voice of the voiceless”; a voice that exposed gross
violations against the oppressed Salvadoran people and defended an ideal of peace and justice.
Nonetheless, on the 24th of March 1980 he was assassinated while celebrating Mass in San
Salvador.
Finally, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon, in his speech proclaiming the International
Day for the right to the truth on the 24th of March 2011, asserted: “The truth allows the victims and
their relatives to mourn, to recover their dignity and obtain some reparation for the losses they have
suffered. Exposing violations also helps societies to ensure that these violations do not stay
unpunished.”
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