
In September 2005, “The Family: A Proclamation to the 
World,” issued by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
in 1995, marked its tenth anniversary. To celebrate this signifi-
cant occasion, BYU Studies invited Professor Richard G. Wilkins 
of the J. Reuben Clark Law School and director of the World 
Family Policy Center to document several of the key develop-
ments in the past decade that the Proclamation has influenced.

Since 1996, the World Family Policy Center, an interdisci-
plinary academic study center, has promoted scholarly research 
and cultivated a network of international scholars to support 
the principles of the Proclamation and to bring that scholarship 
to the attention of world leaders. Recently, because of relation-
ships fostered over the years by the Center, a resolution of the 
United Nations General Assembly, sponsored by 149 nations, 
was adopted in December 2004, embracing the outcomes of 
the Doha International Conference for the Family, including its 
Doha Declaration. This international legal document—whose 
full text appears as an appendix below—strongly affirms the cen-
tral teachings of “The Family: A Proclamation to the World.” 

In this article, Professor Wilkins explains the connection 
between international law, family policy, and the efforts of legal 
scholars and academic centers. He also argues that despite cur-
rent efforts to redefine the family, continued erosion of what 
Article 16(3) of the Universal Declaration of Human rights calls 
“the natural and fundamental group unit of society” is not inevi-
table. In the midst of intense academic and political debates, the 
Proclamation has had notable influence on important interna-
tional proceedings, providing hope for the traditional family 
and its supporters the world over.

—John W. Welch, BYU Studies
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On September 23, 1995, while presiding at the first general Relief Society 
 meeting held since he was sustained as prophet, seer, revelator, and 

President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, President 
Gordon B. Hinckley read “The Family: A Proclamation to the World.” The 
Proclamation was prefaced by these remarks:

With so much of sophistry that is passed off as truth, with so much of 
deception concerning standards and values, with so much of allure-
ment and enticement to take on the slow stain of the world, we have 
felt to warn and forewarn. In furtherance of this, we of the First Presi-
dency and the Council of the Twelve Apostles now issue a proclamation 
to the Church and to the world as a declaration and reaffirmation of 
standards, doctrines, and practices relative to the family which the 
prophets, seers, and revelators of this Church have repeatedly stated 
throughout its history.1

President Hinckley thereafter read nine paragraphs that summarize the 
Church’s “standards, doctrines, and practices relative to the family.”2

The Proclamation reaffirmed long-standing values regarding marriage, 
the roles of husbands and wives, and the duties and obligations of family 
members. However, the Proclamation is not a static, regressive document. 
As its plain terms emphasize, there is a pressing need for husbands and 
wives to protect, promote, and improve the lives of family members—par-
ticularly those of women and children. The Proclamation unequivocally 
affirms that there are social norms, traditions, and beliefs associated with 
family life that require modification, alteration, and correction. These 
include practices and traditions that condone (or worse, promote) spousal 

The Principles of the Proclamation
Ten Years of Hope

Richard G. Wilkins



 As I wrote about the international 
struggle to defend the family according 
to principles found in the “The Fam-
ily: A Proclamation to the World,” I was 
reminded of a story told by my great 
uncle Joseph Gundersen. His father, my 
great-grandfather Thomas Gundersen, 
was a blacksmith. He made useful things 
out of iron: nails, hinges, wheel rims, 
and horseshoes—the simple things that 
made ordinary life pleasant and possible. 
He taught my uncle Joe, who he called 
“Dodi Boy,” how to be a blacksmith. It 
wasn’t easy.
 Uncle Joe didn’t like the heat, and he 
was afraid of the fire. He had to stand by a hot oven, take the iron out of the 
fire and place it on the anvil. As he would strike the iron with a heavy ham-
mer, sparks would fly and burn his face and arms. The smoke would sting 
his eyes, and the heat would cover him in drenching sweat. When he would 
shrink from these difficulties, Great-grandpa would shout, “Stand up to the 
fire, Dodi Boy! Stand up to the fire!”
 Uncle Joe learned to stand up to the fire. When he did, when the sparks 
didn’t frighten him, and the sweat was a sign of accomplishment, not 
oppression, he made useful things out of iron; the simple things that made 
ordinary life pleasant and possible.
 We have been given a charge to stand up to a fire now burning (virtu-
ally out of control) throughout the world. This fire is being used to forge 
norms and laws that can undermine the meaning, value, and importance 
of the family and family life. We may not like the heat emanating from this 
fire. We may be afraid of the sparks—and wisely so. Prudence may caution 
us to avoid the sweat, heartache, and pain that will surely flow from any 
approach to this particular furnace. Nevertheless, standing up to this fire 
is our charge, as surely as crossing the plains was the charge given to an 
earlier generation.
 If we learn to stand up to this fire, and to do so with patience, humility, 
love, and forgiveness (for our allies and opponents alike), with the generous 
assistance of our Father in Heaven, given by and through our obedience to 
His Son, Jesus Christ, we can forge results stronger than iron: generations 
of mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, grandparents and grandchil-
dren, who will reap the blessings of the simple things of life—marriage, 
motherhood, fatherhood, childhood, and faith—the simple things that 
make ordinary life pleasant and possible.
 No task in this increasingly complex world is more important.

Richard G. Wilkins
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and child abuse, a disregard of basic family responsibilities (including the 
provision of emotional or economic support), a denial of basic human 
respect, and the failure of husbands 
and wives to assist one another as 
equal partners. The Proclamation 
emphasizes the selfless love, com-
passion, and mutual respect that 
should permeate family life.3

Nevertheless, some of the basic 
principles reaffirmed by the Procla-
mation are the subject of criticism crafted to restructure the relationships 
that have defined the family for thousands of years.4 For at least three 
decades prior to 1995, academicians, political action groups, sociologists, 
lawyers, law professors, litigants, and judges have labored to deconstruct—
and then redefine—such fundamental notions as marriage, gender, parent-
hood, childbearing, and the sanctity of human life. Sophistry, as President 
Hinckley explained in September 1995, was often accepted as truth.5

At the time the Proclamation was first read, growing numbers of 
academicians no longer believed that marriage was a union between “a 
man and a woman” that encouraged the equal partnership of men and 
women while protecting a child’s entitlement “to be reared by a father 
and a mother.”6 Rather, marriage was a utilitarian concept that should 
be reconstructed to satisfy the longings of autonomous individuals, who 
were entitled to define their intimate relationships without the fetters of 
established sexual and social norms, including those related to human 
reproduction.7 Gender, in turn, was not an “essential characteristic of indi-
vidual . . . identity and purpose.”8 Rather, “gender was a social construct” 
that was “mutable,” “changeable,” and not “‘essential’” to an individual’s 
identity.9 “Fatherhood,” when and if acknowledged, was all too often 
described in classrooms as a relic of patriarchal oppression,10 while inter-
national human rights organizations criticized “motherhood” as a “harm-
ful traditional stereotype.”11 Any reference to the bearing of children to 
“multiply, and replenish the earth”(Gen. 1:28) prompted the same inter-
national human rights bodies to expound upon the dangers of religious 
faith.12 Similar skepticism13 became a common response to scholars (and 
others) who worked to develop sound legal and sociological evidence sup-
porting such concepts as the “sanctity of life” and the “divinely appointed” 
means “by which mortal life is created.”14

This skepticism regarding the traditional family, along with other ideas 
(such as “autonomy rights” for children15) was gaining unprecedented aca-

“Fatherhood” was described as 
a relic of patriarchal oppression, 
and “Motherhood” was deemed a 
harmful stereotype.
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demic and political popularity when the Proclamation’s call to fortify 
positive family relationships was issued—so much so that, while I was pro-
foundly grateful that the First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve had 
carefully and compassionately called for improving and strengthening the 
family unit, I frankly wondered whether the plain language of the principles 
set out in the Proclamation could possibly be heard—let alone understood—
by a generation already so besmirched by “the slow stain of the world.”16

President Hinckley was less skeptical about strengthening the family 
unit. At the end of his address, he said: 

May the Lord bless you, my beloved sisters. You are the guardians of 
the hearth. You are the bearers of the children. You are they who nur-
ture them and establish within them the habits of their lives. No other 
work reaches so close to divinity as does the nurturing of the sons and 
daughters of God. May you be strengthened for the challenges of the day. 
May you be endowed with wisdom beyond your own in dealing with the 
problems you constantly face. May your prayers and your pleadings be 
answered with blessings upon your heads and upon the heads of your 
loved ones. We leave with you our love and our blessing, that your lives 
may be filled with peace and gladness. It can be so.17 

Ten years later, some of the principles set out by the First Presidency 
and Quorum of the Twelve in the Proclamation have been embraced in 
surprising ways—and not just by members of The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints. On December 6, 2004, during the concluding special 
session of the United Nations General Assembly celebrating the tenth 
anniversary of the 1994 International Year of the Family, a formal resolu-
tion was adopted which noted the outcomes of the Doha International 
Conference for the Family.18 One of these outcomes was the Doha Dec-
laration (see appendix), an international legal document—first discussed 
at meetings sponsored by Brigham Young University—that reaffirms 
long-ignored international norms related to the family and recognizes 
the centrality of many principles stated in the Proclamation. Should the 
international community once again turn its attention to strengthening 
the family, as called for in the Doha Declaration, “peace and gladness”19 
may yet increase for families around the world.

This article describes how I discovered the need for legal and other 
academic arguments to support the principles set out in the Proclamation 
and details the increasingly important connection between international 
law and family policy. International law now governs a wide range of top-
ics, including many aspects of family life. But, despite the challenges to the 
family posed by a few modern international legal norms, there is reason 



  V �The Principles of the Proclamation

for hope. As evidenced by the Doha Declaration, academicians, citizens, 
and government leaders around the world understand the lasting value of 
many of the concepts explained by President Hinckley to the Relief Society 
in September 1995. There is much yet to be done; the global debate regard-
ing the family continues.

“Habitat II” and the Formation of the 
World Family Policy Center

In June 1996, about nine months after the Proclamation was issued, 
contrary to personal plans and what seemed to be simple common sense, I 
attended my first UN negotiation, the Second United Nations Conference 
on Human Settlements (or “Habitat II”) in Istanbul, Turkey. I had been 
urged to attend by several scholars from Catholic universities I had met 
over the years, as well as members of various nongovernmental organiza-
tions. I did not want to go. I was not an expert in international law and 
I honestly did not believe my participation could make any difference. 
Furthermore, I was having too much fun to run off to Istanbul: I was play-
ing Tevye (complete with a full beard) 
opposite my wife, Melany, who was play-
ing Golde, in Fiddler on the Roof at the 
Hale Center Theater in Orem, Utah. I like 
teaching law. I enjoy legal scholarship. 
But I love acting with my family. Going to 
Istanbul was not high on my “to do” list.

Nevertheless, soon after Fiddler 
opened, I kept waking up in the middle of 
the night, fretting about Istanbul. Finally, 
about two weeks before the conference, 
Melany told me that I should apply for 
an expedited passport and try to regis-
ter as a nongovernmental delegate. As a 
result, I left Utah before the closing night 
of Fiddler—without shaving my “Tevye” 
beard—carrying a passport photo that did 
not comply with BYU’s dress and groom-
ing standards. Melany, shortly before I 
left, slipped a copy of the Proclamation 
into my suitcase with a simple explana-
tion: “You may find it helpful,” she said.

A passport photo taken while 
Richard G. Wilkins was play-
ing Tevye in Fiddler on the 
Roof. Wilkins soon after left for 
Istanbul and attended his first 
UN negotiation.
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My experience in Istanbul in June 1996 was extraordinary.20 I was one 
of ten people selected from among twenty-five thousand nongovernmen-
tal delegates to address the plenary session of the conference. I discussed 
“International Law and the Family.” With words and concepts taken from 
the copy of the Proclamation that Melany put in my suitcase, I urged inter-

national lawmakers to remember 
the importance of marriage, mother-
hood, fatherhood, childbearing, 
family, and faith.

The reaction to these short 
remarks was completely unex-
pected. Within thirty-six hours an 
international coalition had formed 
around concepts I had taken 

from the principles of the Proclamation. The conference concluded by 
acknowledging many of these principles and affirming that “the family is 
the basic unit of society and as such should be strengthened.”21

I returned to Utah convinced that BYU had a unique role to play in 
taking the Proclamation to the world, although I was not precisely sure how 
that role should be played out. Nevertheless, a few months later, with the 
support of the dean of the J. Reuben Clark Law School and the director of 
student programs at the David M. Kennedy Center for International Stud-
ies, a fledgling new center called NGO Family Voice (the initials “NGO” 
standing for “nongovernmental organization”) began limited operations.22 
About eighteen months later, the name was changed to the World Family 
Policy Center. Since late 1996, the World Family Policy Center has worked 
to continue delivering the message conveyed in Istanbul.

Beginning in late 1996 and early 1997, I attended additional academic 
conferences and negotiations23 that reaffirmed a powerful insight first 
gained in Istanbul: however diverse our doctrinal beliefs, most of the 
world’s great faiths share common understandings related to marriage and 
the centrality and importance of stable and healthy family life. Further-
more, despite proposals that continue to be made at international nego-
tiations to redefine marriage and family life, more and more scholars in 
the late 1990s were finding that the long-established and well-understood 
institutions of marriage, motherhood, fatherhood, and stable family life 
were essential to individual (and social) welfare.24

By 1998, the Center had hired a legally trained executive director 
and an administrative director (and thereafter added additional talented 
employees and volunteers).25 With this additional help, the World Family 

However diverse our doctrinal 
beliefs, most of the world’s great 
faiths share common understand-
ings of marriage and family.
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Policy Center was able to convene its first World Family Policy Forum 
in early 1999, inviting scholars, diplomats, and religious leaders from 
around the world to Provo to hear and discuss research supporting mar-
riage, parenthood, the value of stable family life, and the need to recon-
sider international family policy. From this gathering in 1999, an unusual 
international coalition of scholars, world leaders, and religious commu-
nities began to form around concepts and ideas contained not only in 
the principles of the Proclamation, but in Article 16(3) of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which states that the “family is the natural 
and fundamental group unit of society.”26 This coalition emerged none 
too soon. As the new millennium dawned, it was becoming increasingly 
clear that international law could exert a powerful force on national laws 
relating to home and family life.

The Growing Influence of International Law

Lawmakers in America (as in countries around the world) now face 
what for some is an unexpected reality: international social norms—not 
merely national laws—influence the ultimate legality of their official 
actions. A complete analysis of how international law shapes the contours 
of domestic policies (including the meaning of the United States Consti-
tution) would require a fairly hefty treatise.27 For present purposes, three 
developments demonstrate the growing prominence of international law.

First, international treaties now deal not only with the obligations of 
nations but also with the rights of individuals. Second, in addition to trea-
ties, the UN system is generating a vast body of pliable norms, called “soft 
law,” that are quickly ripening into “hard law.”28 Third, a growing number 
of national actors (including judges in the United States) are increasingly 
willing to consider (and sometimes enforce) international norms in ways 
that would have been hard to anticipate twenty years ago.

Treaty law, beginning with the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia, began as 
the primary fount of international law.29 For centuries, treaties have dealt 
primarily with issues of war, peace, boundary disputes, navigation, and 
commerce; questions that were fundamental to the relationship of one 
nation with another.30 Indeed, the phrase “international law” reflected this 
reality: international law governed conduct between, or “inter,” nations.31 
The importance of treaties in establishing the form and content of interna-
tional law continues unabated.

However, modern treaties do more than settle wars, boundary ques-
tions, and resource disputes. They now govern such important issues as 
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gender equality,32 children’s rights,33 and racial discrimination.34 Until 
quite recently, these issues were the sole concern and prerogative of 
national governments.

In addition to promoting a burgeoning number of international trea-
ties and conventions, the modern UN system formulates soft law norms at 
an ever increasing rate. Hundreds of UN negotiations each year examine 
questions related to virtually every conceivable social issue.35 As a result 
of these negotiations—the most prominent of which are the periodic 
five- and ten-year reviews of major UN conferences on the environment, 
population, women’s rights, and human settlements36—various reports, 
platforms, agendas, and declarations are issued, updated, and expanded. 
Not long ago, these soft law documents were considered little more than 
helpful (or, perhaps even irrelevant) “suggestions.”37 Now they are more 
than mere words.

In the new millennium, soft law norms generated at UN meetings 
can rather rapidly attain a status approximating hard law. As a result of 
constant negotiation, reexamination, and reformulation, various actors in 
the international legal system—including national governments, nongov-
ernmental organizations, and legal scholars—develop expectations that 
these norms will be respected.38 If expectations related to enforcement are 
low, a norm is considered soft. But expectations grow and norms harden. 
Eventually, what began as soft law transmutes into hard law. This occurs if 
and when soft law norms come to be seen as evidence of customary inter-
national law.39

It once required centuries to form hard, or customary, international 
law because such law was developed through the uniform, consistent 
practice of nations over time.40 More recently, and largely because of the 
exploding number of international meetings, some legal scholars argue 
that binding international norms develop (at least in significant part) 
through the mere repetition of agreed language at UN conferences. As a 
leading international scholar has asserted, negotiated language “repeated 
by and acquiesced in by sufficient numbers with sufficient frequency, even-
tually attain[s] the status of law.”41

The third factor driving the expansion of international law is the will-
ingness of an increasing number of national actors to consult, consider, 
and sometimes enforce soft international laws. For several decades, vari-
ous influential nongovernmental organizations argued that international 
norms should influence, if not govern, domestic legal policies.42 Scholars 
made similar arguments,43 as did litigants.44 These submissions, once 
 considered controversial,45 are now bearing fruit in surprising ways—
including at the United States Supreme Court.
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Until recently, it was rather unlikely that any state or federal court 
would enforce the terms of a treaty that had not been ratified by the 
United States Senate. This is no longer true. On March 1, 2005, in Roper v. 
Simmons, Justice Kennedy cited the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child—a treaty never ratified by the Senate—to support the conclusion of 
five justices that the execution of minors is unconstitutional.46

As a personal matter, I oppose the execution of minors. As a consti-
tutional scholar, however, I would have been hard pressed (prior to Roper) 
to assert that the execution of minors was unconstitutional.47 Whatever 
the ultimate wisdom of executing minors, as of March 2005, there was no 
clear consensus that such punishment violated constitutional values that 
were deeply held and widely shared by the American people: indeed, at the 
time Roper was decided, slightly more than half of the states that permit-
ted capital punishment included minors within its reach.48 The Supreme 
Court’s decision, therefore, that there was a “constitutional consensus” 
invalidating the juvenile death penalty was unusual. The Supreme Court’s 
citation of an unratified, non-binding treaty to support this conclusion 
was astonishing. Roper demonstrates beyond doubt that the meaning of 
the United States Constitution can be altered by international norms that 
have been rejected by political processes at the state level (the majority of 
death penalty states applied it to minors) and at the federal level (the U.S. 
Senate had not ratified the international treaty the Supreme Court cited to 
prohibit the execution of minors).

Soft international law has also been found determinative in redefin-
ing the meaning of the Fourteenth Amendment. In Lawrence v. Texas,49 
a majority of the Supreme Court reversed its determination—announced 
sixteen years earlier—that the United States Constitution did not afford 
special protection for consensual acts of homosexual sodomy.50 The Law-
rence Court could not convincingly argue that either the words of the 
Constitution or the history and traditions of the American people had 
changed dramatically in those sixteen years. Accordingly, the justices sim-
ply announced that sixteen years ago the Court got it wrong.51 As evidence 
that the current majority now “had it right,” the Justices cited decisions 
from international tribunals and a brief filed by the former UN High 
Commissioner of Human Rights.52 Prior to their citation by the nation’s 
highest court, these materials would have been considered by most schol-
ars as among the softest of all possible soft law relevant to the meaning of 
the due process clause in the Fourteenth Amendment. Not any longer. Soft 
international law now has significant constitutional clout.

Because of the foregoing factors—the expanding reach of international 
treaties, the explosive growth of international soft law norms, and the 
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willingness of judges to enforce international pronouncements without 
prior state or federal approval—individuals and groups interested in 

understanding and protecting the 
meaning of “marriage” and “fam-
ily” must pay attention not only 
to national laws, but also to inter-
national treaties, UN conference 
declarations, and the opinions of 
jurists from legal systems all over 
the world. Developing nations must 

give particular care to international legal rules: if the content of the United 
States Constitution can be changed by international norms that have been 
rejected by state governments and the United States Congress, the impact 
of these rules on less-developed nations could be profound indeed.

International Law and the Family

International law is not only increasingly important, it now plays an 
unprecedented role in shaping national laws related to the family. UN 
negotiations during the past fifteen years have consistently evaluated, 
reevaluated and (sometimes) significantly redefined basic definitions 
related to marriage, gender, fatherhood, motherhood, childbearing, 
and childhood.53 

Equality for women, protection of children, and elimination of 
unjust discrimination are vitally important and laudable goals. But gen-
der equality does not require that a woman’s value be measured solely in 
economic terms,54 the protection of children is not necessarily furthered 
by granting them the same legal rights as adults,55 and the elimination 
of unjust discrimination does not mandate social acceptance of all forms of 
consensual sexual practice.56 American society has furthered the rights 
of women, children, and minorities without embracing these sorts of 
extreme measures.

How did family law become the subject of such unrelenting international 
lawmaking efforts? I believe it occurred (at least in large measure) because 
efforts to fundamentally alter long-standing family structures encoun-
tered substantial opposition in national political forums. The refusal of 
American society to adopt extreme proposals may have prompted the 
dramatic growth of international norms that embody such measures. Dis-
appointed by efforts to alter domestic legal rules, many scholars and social 
activists concluded that international law could be harnessed to achieve 
results that had eluded their nationally based efforts. They had good 
 reason, furthermore, to support this strategy. Controversial proposals are 

Gender equality does not require 
that a woman’s value be measured 
solely in economic terms.
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more likely to succeed in international fora rather than in national fora 
because of a little-understood but long-established reality: professors and 
universities (particularly law professors and law schools) play an excep-
tionally prominent role in the creation of international law. If sufficient 
numbers of “international experts” support a proposal, even one that has 
been repeatedly rejected at national levels, the proposal has a surprisingly 
good chance of acceptance within an international arena somewhere. 
Furthermore, lawyers and law professors not only have significant influ-
ence in the creation of international law, they also tend to be somewhat 
“out in front” of current social views related to the family, children, and 
human sexuality.57

There are three major sources of international law: (1) norms estab-
lished by the common practice of states, (2) norms set out in treaties and 
international agreements, and (3) norms derived “from general principles 
common to the major legal systems of the world.”58 Academic opinion is 
exceptionally influential in the last two categories. Modern-day academi-
cians regularly plan strategies for, participate in, and influence the outcome 
of global negotiations59 leading to treaties and international agreements. 
In addition, “the teachings of the most highly qualified [scholars] of the 
various nations” establish (in significant measure) the general principles 
of law that form the third source of international law.60

Accordingly, faculties of law schools and universities around the world 
hold a privileged status in the formation and adoption of international 
norms: that of quasi-lawmakers. 
The scholars and academicians who 
operate women’s, children’s, and 
gender rights centers at universities 
and law schools around the world 
have taken advantage of this status 
to engage in organized and effective 
efforts to redefine such vital con-
cepts as equality, children’s rights, 
and marriage.61

To the extent that extreme concepts of gender equality, children’s 
rights, and the meaning of marriage are widely adopted, there is good 
reason to believe that human suffering around the world will increase. 
Whether the measure used is physical and mental health, educational 
achievement, economic success, alcoholism, substance abuse, or average 
life expectancy, substantial sociological data suggest that stable, natural 
marital unions promote the health, safety, and social progress of women, 
men, and children.62 Furthermore, there is no reliable evidence that 

Sociological evidence shows that 
each deviation from lifelong mar-
riage between a man and a woman 
increases the likelihood of negative 
outcomes.
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 alternative family forms reliably produce the same benefits—either for 
individuals or society as a whole.63 On the contrary, the available socio-
logical evidence (considered as a whole) demonstrates that each deviation 
in family structure away from lifelong marriage between a man and a 
woman increases the likelihood of a broad array of negative outcomes for 
men, women and—in particular—children.64

Not every family (especially through the generations) will be fortu-
nate enough to be founded upon stable, natural marital unions, and in 
some circumstances, such as marriages involving serious forms of abuse, 
marital dissolution may be wise. But, despite deviations and human fail-
ures, the model itself (as shown by the course of history and mountains 
of current research) is the surest recipe for personal and social progress. 
Moreover, the negative consequences of departing from the model are 
particularly acute for women and children.

Accordingly, to decrease human suffering, particularly for women 
and children, we must halt further redefinition and revision of norms 
related to marriage and family life.

The Doha Conference and Hope for the Future

The family has been subjected to redefinition in significant part 
because academicians and advocates of that approach have been vigorously 
engaged in the international lawmaking process. This ongoing process can 
be slowed, and perhaps reversed, by similar action on the part of those who 
believe in—and understand—the meaning of Article 16(3) of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. The Doha International Conference for the 
Family is an example of how such efforts can succeed.

Through the efforts made at various international conferences, the 
World Family Policy Center has established close relationships with many 
national delegations. At important negotiations, including the 1998 nego-
tiation of the Rome Statute for the Creation of an International Criminal 
Court, the Center’s academic and legal expertise has played a significant 
role in preventing further erosion of values stated in the Proclamation.65 
In early 2003, the Center was approached by the ambassador of the State 
of Qatar, His Excellency Nassir Al-Nasser, regarding the possibility of 
convening a major family conference during the United Nation’s celebra-
tion of the tenth anniversary of the First International Year of the Fam-
ily, to be held during 2004. Ambassador Al-Nasser visited the campus 
of Brigham Young University, held discussions with various university 
officials, and met with the First Presidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints in Salt Lake City. The ambassador expressed his interest 
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in sponsoring a major event during 2004 because, during that important 
commemorative year, Qatar would be chair of the “Group of 77,” the larg-
est single bloc of nations within the United Nations.66

Following the visit of the ambassador, Her Highness Sheikha Moza 
bint Nasser Al-Missned, Consort of His Highness the Emir of Qatar and 
President of the Supreme Council for Family Affairs in the State of Qatar, 
invited H. Reese Hansen, Dean of the Law School, and me to visit Doha, 
Qatar, in May 2003 to discuss the matter. During that meeting, Her High-
ness expressed her desire to hold a significant international event that 
would reaffirm the importance of long-established family values shared 
by Islamic and Christian principles, while still supporting sound social 
progress and development, and justice for women. She expressed her con-
fidence and desire to work with Brigham Young University and the World 
Family Policy Center in achieving these goals.

Following these meetings, planning for the Doha International Con-
ference for the Family began in earnest. The World Family Policy Cen-
ter, working with a distinguished group of partners from around the 
world,67 served as the chair of a coordinating committee that assisted 
the State of Qatar in organizing and convening this conference. The 
World Family Policy Forum in July 2003 focused upon the preparations 
for and possible outcomes of the 2004 celebration of the tenth anniver-
sary of the International Year of the Family. Possible language for an 
important declaration regarding the family was discussed at the forum.68 
In December 2003, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution wel-
coming the Doha International Conference for the Family as a major 
event of the 2004 celebration.69

The conference was formally organized under the patronage of Her 
Highness Sheikha Moza. A worldwide call for papers was issued in early 
2004. Thereafter, the conference consisted of a year-long series of academic 
and intergovernmental meetings in major capitals around the world. 
Conferences organized and assisted by the World Family Policy Center, 
together with its nongovernmental and governmental partners, were 
held in Geneva, Switzerland; Stockholm, Sweden; and Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia. The Center also assisted with events in Mexico City, Mexico; 
Cotonou, Benin; Baku, Azerbaijan; and Riga, Latvia. Declarations, papers, 
essays, personal statements, findings, and proposals for action that were 
developed at these events were collected by the Center, and two significant 
reports were prepared.

The first report, entitled “The World Unites to Protect the Family,” 
details the results of over two hundred community meetings in thirty-
four nations.70 The second report, entitled “The Family in the Third 
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 Millennium,” provides an initial look at the more than 2,500 pages of glo-
bal scholarship and academic findings developed during the preparatory 
proceedings. Final publication of “The Family in the Third Millennium” 
is now pending; a major international press has expressed interest in pub-
lishing the collected scholarship and distributing it worldwide.

The Doha Conference culminated in an intergovernmental meeting 
in Doha, Qatar, on November 29–30, 2004. At that meeting, governmen-
tal representatives negotiated and adopted the Doha Declaration, which 
reaffirms long-standing legal norms related to family life. On December 
6, 2004, the UN General Assembly adopted a consensus resolution, sup-
ported by the 149 nations who cosponsored the resolution, formally noting 
the Declaration.71 As a result, the Doha Declaration takes its place in the 
growing canon of declarations, platforms, and agendas from which inter-
national legal norms are derived by political leaders, judges, and lawyers.

The language of the Doha Declaration was drawn from established 
(but long-ignored) principles of international law. Astonishingly, however, 
the Declaration reaffirms many of the principles related to family life 
stated in the Proclamation. Among other things, the Declaration recom-
mits the world to

• strengthen “the family’s supporting, educating and nurturing roles”
• recognize the “inherent dignity of the human person”
• note that, “the child, by reason of his physical and mental immaturity, 

needs special safeguards and care before as well as after birth”
• acknowledge that “motherhood and childhood are entitled to special 

care and assistance”
• provide that, within marriage, “husband and wife should be equal 

partners”
• recognize “that the family has the primary responsibility for the nur-

turing and protection of children from infancy to adolescence”
• acknowledge that “the full and harmonious development” of children 

is best achieved when they “grow up in a family environment, in an 
atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding.”

The Declaration (set out in full in the appendix) reaffirms that “the 
family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society” and calls 
upon all nations to take effective action to provide the family with “the 
widest possible protection and assistance.”

These are widely shared and fundamental values—values that, for 
too long, have not been given their deserved attention and respect. Their 
reaffirmation in 2004 by the UN General Assembly is significant. Legal 
scholars have called the Doha Declaration “nothing short of miraculous, 
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one of the best things to come from the UN since the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.”72 The Declaration gives reason to hope 
that the world can turn its attention from deconstructing the family 
to strengthening the family. Perhaps most importantly, the negotiation 
and adoption of the Doha Decla-
ration has demonstrated that men 
and women, fathers and mothers, 
from all cultures and from all polit-
ical and religious backgrounds can 
come together to preserve society’s 
most fundamental unit. 

At the concluding session of the Doha International Conference in 
2004, Her Highness Sheika Moza announced that she would establish the 
Doha International Institute for Family Studies and Development in Doha, 
Qatar. In late September 2005, legal documents establishing the institute 
as an academic center, situated within the City of Learning in Doha, were 
finalized by Her Highness and the Qatar Foundation.73 The Doha Institute 
will research, examine, and proffer policy proposals to implement the 
norms set out in the Doha Declaration. There is a great amount of work yet 
to do, but on the tenth anniversary of the issuance of “The Family: A Proc-
lamation to the World,” there is clear hope that members of The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints can link arms with cultures around the 
world to strengthen the family.

Stand Up to the Fire

An international reaffirmation of many of the principles stated in “The 
Family: A Proclamation to the World” grew, in significant measure, from 
a simple question I was asked in Istanbul. After delivering my plenary ses-
sion remarks in 1996, I was approached by an ambassador from a Middle 
Eastern country. The ambassador noted that he had attended scores of 
international conferences. At those conferences, numerous scholars from 
around the world had urged significant (in his words, “radical”) changes 
to national and international laws related to the family. But, he said, he 
had never heard any academician support protecting and strengthening 
the natural family. Then, with some emotion, he asked me a question that 
changed my life: “Where have you been?”

On the tenth anniversary of the Proclamation, this question should be 
considered by every member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, and particularly by academicians, scholars, and researchers. In 
1995, the Proclamation was issued to warn and forewarn the Church and 

With emotion, the ambassador 
asked me a question that changed 
my life: “Where have you been?”
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the world of a pressing need to return to the “standards, doctrines, and 
practices relative to the family which the prophets, seers, and revelators 

of this church have repeatedly 
stated throughout its history.”74 In 
2005, Latter-day Saints everywhere 
should assess whether they have 
heeded the call to “promote those 
measures designed to maintain and 
strengthen the family as the funda-
mental unit of society.”75

The Proclamation ends with a warning and a call for action. The 
warning is disquieting. Failure to reverse current trends “will bring upon 
individuals, communities, and nations the calamities foretold by ancient 
and modern prophets.”76 But a way out is marked as well: citizens and gov-
ernment leaders are called upon to take action “to strengthen the family as 
the fundamental unit of society.”77

Nearly ten years after the Proclamation was first read to members of 
the Relief Society from the pulpit of the Salt Lake Tabernacle, it has been 
framed, hung on the wall, even memorized. These laudable actions, how-
ever, are not enough. Despite the constant request of President Hinckley to 
stand for something, many members of the Church are fearful to stand up 
for marriage, life, and the family. A decade after the Proclamation was first 
issued, we must overcome our fear.

The defense of the family must be grounded in reason. We must 
use carefully chosen words and act pursuant to well-thought-out plans 
motivated by love and compassion. We must not be angry, dogmatic, 
or insensitive to the deeply felt concerns of those with opposing views. 
Without compromising principle, we should seek common ground. As 
President Hinckley has counseled, we must avoid contention and dispute 
whenever possible.

But, however reasoned, careful, compassionate, planned, and moder-
ate our efforts, we must be prepared for the sparks that will surely fly. We 
must never create needless controversy for ourselves, our families, our 
nation, or the Church. But we must also not retreat from the defense of 
truth. Let us not withdraw, but stand up to the fire of our times.

When defending the family, we 
must be prepared for the sparks 
that will surely fly.
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Appendix: The Doha Declaration

Introduction

Representatives of Governments and members of civil society met in 
Doha, Qatar, on 29 and 30 November 2004, for the Doha International 
Conference for the Family, in commemoration of the tenth anniversary of 
the International Year of the Family.

The Conference was convened under the patronage of Her Highness 
Sheikha Moza bint Nasser Al-Missned, Consort of His Highness the 
Emir of Qatar and President of the Supreme Council for Family Affairs, 
State of Qatar.

The preparatory proceedings of the Doha Conference for the Fam-
ily gathered the views of government officials, academicians, faith-based 
groups, non-governmental organizations and members of civil society.

The Conference recalls regional meetings held in Cotonou, Benin; 
Mexico City, Mexico; Stockholm, Sweden; Geneva, Switzerland; Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia and other venues; and notes the proposals and views 
expressed during the Conference by all participants.

Preamble

Reaffirming that the family is the natural and fundamental group 
unit of society, as declared in article 16 (3) of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights;

Noting that 2004 marks the tenth anniversary of the United Nations 
1994 International Year of the Family and that the Doha International 
Conference for the Family was welcomed by the United Nations General 
Assembly in its resolution 58/15 of 3 December 2003;

Acknowledging that the objectives of the tenth anniversary of the 
International Year of the Family include efforts to (a) strengthen the 
capacity of national institutions to formulate, implement and monitor 
policies in respect of families; (b) stimulate efforts to respond to problems 
affecting, and affected by, the situation of families; (c) undertake ana-
lytical reviews at all levels and assessments of the situation and needs of 
families; (d) strengthen the effectiveness of efforts at all levels to execute 
specific programmes concerning families; and (e) improve collaboration 
among national and international non-governmental organizations in 
support of families;

Taking into consideration the academic, scientific and social find-
ings collected for the Doha International Conference, which collectively 
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 demonstrate that the family is not only the fundamental group unit of 
society, but is also the fundamental agent for sustainable social, economic 
and cultural development;

Recognizing the need to address the challenges facing the family in 
the context of globalization;

Realizing that strengthening the family presents a unique opportunity 
to address societal problems in a holistic manner;

Reiterating that strong, stable families contribute to the maintenance 
of a culture of peace and promote dialogue among civilizations and 
diverse ethnic groups;

Welcoming the announcement by Her Highness Sheikha Moza bint 
Nasser Al-Missned, Consort of His Highness the Emir of Qatar and Presi-
dent of the Supreme Council for Family Affairs, State of Qatar, about the 
creation of an international Institute for Study of the Family.

In this regard, we reaffirm international commitments to the family and 
call upon all Governments, international organizations and members of 
civil society at all levels to take action to protect the family.

Reaffirmation of commitments to the family

We reaffirm international commitments to strengthen the family, 
in particular:

1. We commit ourselves to recognizing and strengthening the family’s 
supporting, educating and nurturing roles, with full respect for the world’s 
diverse cultural, religious, ethical and social values;

2. We recognize the inherent dignity of the human person and note 
that the child, by reason of his physical and mental immaturity, needs 
special safeguards and care before as well as after birth. Motherhood and 
childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. Everyone has the 
right to life, liberty and security of person;

3. We reaffirm that the family is the natural and fundamental group 
unit of society and is entitled to the widest possible protection and assis-
tance by society and the State;

4. We emphasize that marriage shall be entered into only with the free 
and full consent of the intending spouses and that the right of men and 
women of marriageable age to marry and to found a family shall be recog-
nized and that husband and wife should be equal partners;

5. We further emphasize that the family has the primary responsi-
bility for the nurturing and protection of children from infancy to ado-
lescence. For the full and harmonious development of their personality, 
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children should grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of 
happiness, love and understanding. All institutions of society should 
respect and support the efforts of parents to nurture and care for children 
in a family environment. Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of 
education that shall be given to their children and the liberty to ensure 
the religious and moral education of their children in conformity with 
their own convictions.

Call for action

Taking into account the above commitments, we call upon all Gov-
ernments, international organizations and members of civil society at all 
levels to:

Cultural, religious and social values

1. Develop programmes to stimulate and encourage dialogue among 
countries, religions, cultures and civilizations on questions related to 
family life, including measures to preserve and defend the institution 
of marriage;

2. Reaffirm the importance of faith and religious and ethical beliefs in 
maintaining family stability and social progress;

3. Evaluate and reassess the extent to which international law and 
policies conform to the principles and provisions related to the family 
contained in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other inter-
national commitments;

Human dignity

4. Reaffirm commitments to provide a quality education for all, 
including equal access to educational opportunities;

5. Evaluate and reassess government policies to ensure that the inher-
ent dignity of human beings is recognized and protected throughout all 
stages of life;

Family

6. Develop indicators to evaluate the impact of all programmes on 
family stability;

7. Strengthen policies and programmes that will enable families to 
break the cycle of poverty;

8. Evaluate and reassess government population policies, particularly 
in countries with below replacement birth rates;
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9. Encourage and support the family to provide care for older persons 
and persons with disabilities;

10. Support the family in addressing the scourge of HIV/AIDS and 
other pandemics, including malaria and tuberculosis;

11. Take effective measures to support the family in times of peace 
and war;

Marriage

12. Uphold, preserve and defend the institution of marriage;
13. Take effective measures to strengthen the stability of marriage by, 

among other things, encouraging the full and equal partnership of hus-
band and wife within a committed and enduring marital relationship;

14. Establish effective policies and practices to condemn and remedy 
abusive relationships within marriage and the family, including the estab-
lishment of public agencies to assist men, women, children and families 
in crisis;

Parents and children

15. Strengthen efforts to promote equal political, economic, social and 
educational opportunities for women and evaluate and assess economic, 
social and other policies to support mothers and fathers in performing 
their essential roles;

16. Strengthen the functioning of the family by involving mothers and 
fathers in the education of their children;

17. Reaffirm that parents have a prior right to choose the kind of educa-
tion that shall be given to their children;

18. Reaffirm and respect the liberty of parents and, when applicable, 
legal guardians to choose for their children schools, other than those 
established by the public authorities, which conform to such minimum 
educational standards as may be laid down or approved by the State and to 
ensure the religious and moral education of their children in conformity 
with their own convictions.

We request the host country of the Conference, the State of Qatar, to 
inform the United Nations General Assembly of the proceedings of the 
Conference, including the Doha Declaration, in particular during the cele-
bration of the tenth anniversary of the International Year of the Family to 
be held on 6 December 2004.

To see the official UN document visit www.un.org/ga/59/documenta-
tion/list5.html and click on “A/59/59”
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 Richard G. Wilkins (wilkinsr@lawgate.byu.edu) will begin a two-year pro-
fessional development leave from Brigham Young University in January 2006 
to serve as the initial Managing Director of the Doha International Institute for 
Family Studies and Development in Doha, Qatar. He has served as the Managing 
Director of the World Family Policy Center, BYU, since 1996. He is Professor of 
Law at the J. Reuben Clark Law School at BYU, where he has written extensively 
on constitutional law, international law, family policy, federal jurisdiction and 
legal advocacy. He is a former Assistant to the Solicitor General, United States 
Department of Justice.
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 3. “The Family: A Proclamation to the World,” Ensign 25 (November 1995): 102.
 4. John Gee, “The Family in the Third (and Second) Millennium . . . BC: 
Where We’ve Been” (paper presented July 11, 2005, at the World Family Policy 
Forum, Brigham Young University, publication in proceedings of the World Fam-
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something innate to the ways bodies worked on a biological level. In so 
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the foundation for the 1966 International Covenants on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights and on Civil and Political Rights—which expanded on the lan-
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in United Nations Legal Order, eds. Oscar Schachter and Christopher C. Joyner 
(Port Chester, N.Y.: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 47 n.18. These Covenants 
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ties and laws enacted by nations. As similar (and continually expanding) norm-
setting processes continue, international inertia favoring some form of global 
federation may become inexorable. See for example Harold Hongju Koh, “Why 
Do Nations Obey International Law?” Yale Law Journal 106 (1997): 2599, 2646. But 
note the recent rejection of the proposed Constitution for the EU by France and 
the Netherlands because of concerns by voters in those nations regarding further 
concentration of power in a supra-national entity. See “French Say ‘No’ to EU 
Treaty,” May 30, 2005, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4592243.stm (last vis-
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 While these definitions may be more or less straightforward, the processes 
that produce “soft” and “hard” international law are rather difficult to describe. 
As one scholar put it: 

International law is manifested in a large variety of different types of 
instruments, such as treaties, non-binding agreements, and declarations 
and decisions of international organs. All of these have the characteris-
tics of ‘black letter’ law in that the provisions can easily be read, although 
their binding force is widely differentiated and certainly cannot be 
defined by constructing hierarchies. There are also manifestations of the 
collective, coordinated or merely parallel will of states that can only be 
determined by studying their actions in the light of expressed or implied 
motives. Thus, in addition to the distinctions between black and increas-
ingly light gray letter law, there is the distinction between binding or 
“hard” law and various “softer” forms. The international legislative or 
norm-making process is similarly structured, and also confusing in 
that there is no single legislature and no single source of administrative 
law. Instead, there are a multitude of norm-makers at every geographic 
“level” (i.e. global, regional, subregional, and so on), as well as inchoate 
processes that create and identify international customary and perhaps 
even general principles of law. Furthermore, the rather clear-cut rela-
tionship that exists at the domestic level between processes and products 
(e.g., a legislative body produces statutes) is by no means as simple inter-
nationally, where all sorts of processes can produce, as direct outputs or 
as indirect by-products, various types of hard and soft, and written and 
unwritten law.
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 30. For a general overview of the development of international law through the 
nineteenth century, see Jeffrey L. Dunoff, Steven R. Ratner, and David Wippman, 
International Law: Norms, Actors, Process: A Problem-Oriented Approach (New 
York: Aspen Law and Business, 2002), 4–9.
 31. Henry Campbell Black and Bryan A. Garner, Black’s Law Dictionary (St. 
Paul, Minn.: West Group, 1999), 822. Wilhelm Grewe reminds his readers that 
Jeremy Bentham originally coined the phrased “international law.” C. G. Roelof-
sen, review of The Epochs of International Law, by Wilhelm G. Grewe, American 
Journal of International Law 98, no. 4 (2004): 867–68.
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law-declaring forum. This forces an interpretation or enunciation of the 
global norm applicable to the situation. By so doing, the moving party 
seeks not simply to coerce the other party, but to force the other party 
to internalize the new interpretation of the international norm into its 
normative system. The provoking actor’s aim is to “bind” the other party 
to obey the new interpretation as part of its internal value set. 
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This raises the question whether advocates of child autonomy who 
have been unsuccessful in United States legal circles have turned to the 
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