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In July 1897, a tiny girl was born in Surat, Gujarat, India.1  By 
then, what had been a bustling town on the Western side of India, was 
ravaged by the bubonic plague which would take the lives of over 12 
million Indian citizens over the next several years.2  But, little Hansa 
Mehta survived the plague.  About twenty years later, she also survived an 
earthquake in Tokyo, Japan as she was trying to make her way back home 
a trip to the United States.3  That was just the start.

She studied journalism and economics in London, and when Hansa 
was thirty-one, she married Dr. Jivraj Mehta.4  Most parents would be 
proud.  Hansa’s weren’t.  She was born into one caste; he was born into 
another.  In those days, it just wasn’t done, and Hansa found herself 
excommunicated by her family.5  Plague, earthquake, and rejection were 
the start, but then there was jail time.

Hansa spent three months in prison along with other political 
prisoners for leading the Desh Sevika Sangh—an organization of women 
who joined Gandhi in protesting colonialism and seeking independence 
for the country of India.6  A few months later, she and her husband were 
both arrested, Hansa for her political activity, and Dr. Jivraj . . . well, for 
harboring such a person as his wife.7  That was basically how it went for a 
while, but then she did the unthinkable.

In 1946, Hansa ran for public office.8  She didn’t just run for 
public office.  She ran for an open seat—not one of the seats reserved 
for a woman.9 And, she got herself elected to the Bombay Legislative 
Counsel.10  Shortly thereafter, she was sent to New York with the Indian 
delegation for a very important meeting, and that is where she ran into 
Minerva Bernardino.

Minerva was a Latina–born and raised in the Dominican Republic.11  
Although she was ten years younger than Hansa, she had already faced 
more than a few struggles as well.  She was born in Seibo, then a tiny 
town on the northeast side of the island.  She was the oldest of seven 
children, and at the age of 15, she had to take on the responsibilities of 
caring for her siblings when the children were orphaned.12

But, she survived . . . and so did her siblings.  One became a lawyer.  
One became a doctor.13  Minerva decided her role was in civil service, 
and by the time she was 21, Minerva was the leader of an entire section 
of the Dominican Republic’s Department of Agriculture.14  But that role 
was not impactful enough.  She also became a leader of Acción Feminista 
Dominica—the Dominican version of the women’s suffrage movement.15  
It was 1929.  In the U.S., the Nineteenth Amendment was barely 9 years 
old, and the idea of women voting was still rather novel around the world.  
Dominican women had to wait until 1942 before the right to vote would 
be included in the nation’s constitution.16  But, by then, Minerva was 
well-known throughout Latin America as a strong leader and advocate.

And so, in 1947, Minerva found herself heading to New York with 
the Dominican delegation for a very important meeting.17  That is where 
she met Hansa and one other person—Eleanor Roosevelt.  Eleanor 
was the chair of a drafting committee appointed by the United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights to draft a document outlining those 
rights that must be considered “fundamental.”18  Eleanor was the only 
woman on the committee, but she was unflappable.19  

The committee was composed of philosophers, diplomats, educators, 
judges and lawyers from nine different countries.  They worked on the 
document for over two years but something was amiss.20  At least that 
is what Hansa saw.  Article 1 stated, “All men are born free and equal in 
dignity and rights.  They are endowed with reason and conscience and 
should act toward one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”21  

Most thought nothing of the wording of that statement.  Hansa saw 
an opportunity to make it more inclusive and to send a subtle message: 

freedom, dignity, and equality are not gender-specific rights.  She lobbied 
the Committee to made one, simple change: replace “men” with “human 
beings.” Eventually, they did.22

Meanwhile, Minerva was hard at work on another front.  She 
lobbied for three months to add one word to the Preamble to the U.N. 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights: the word “sex.”23  And so the 
Preamble was revised to read, “Everyone is entitled to all the rights and 
freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, 
such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, property, birth, or other status.”24  

It would take another two years before the U.N. Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights would be finalized.  But, in 1948, it was 
adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in Paris, France.  Three 
years after World War II ended, two simple women with two simple 
words altered a Declaration that has since given rise to over 70 treaties 
protecting various human rights all over the world.
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