
Why a Sakharov Prize? 
Andrei Sakharov - Inspiration for the Prize 

 
Since 1988, in the spirit of Andrei Sakharov, the European Parliament has awarded the 
annual Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought in order to honour individuals or 
organisations for their efforts on behalf of human rights and fundamental freedoms and 
against oppression and injustice. 
 
From Gorky, where he was living in exile, Andrei Sakharov (1921-1989), the renowned 
physicist, member of the Academy of Sciences, dissident and 1975 Nobel Peace Prize 
winner, sent a message to the European Parliament saying how moved he was that it intended 
to create a prize for freedom of thought which would bear his name. He rightly saw this as an 
encouragement to all those who, like him, had committed themselves to championing human 
rights. 
 
Coming from a background in nuclear physics and ending as a dissident, he not only sought 
the release of dissenters in his country but also drew attention to the relationship between 
science and society and to the issues of peaceful coexistence and intellectual freedom, which 
he analysed in his writings. In the eyes of the world, Sakharov came to embody the crusade 
against the denial of fundamental rights. Neither intimidation nor exile could break his 
resistance. 
 
In awarding the Sakharov Prize, the European Parliament honours, in particular, outstanding 
achievements in the fight to protect freedom of thought and expression against intolerance, 
fanaticism and hatred. This reflects its conviction that fundamental freedoms include not only 
the right to life and physical integrity, but also freedom of expression and of the press, two of 
the most effective means of fighting oppression and key yardsticks by which to judge 
whether a society is democratic and open. 
 
The right to untrammelled freedom of opinion and expression, which is enshrined in Article 
19 of the United Nations International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of 16 
December 1966 and which includes ‘the right to seek, receive and impart information and 
ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of 
art, or though any medium of [a person's] choice', reflects the spirit in which the European 
Parliament created the Sakharov Prize. 
 
The European Parliament awards the human rights prize, endowed with €50 000, at a formal 
sitting in Strasbourg which falls on or around 10 December, the day on which the United 
Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights was signed in 1948. 


