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Felisa Tibbitts
Definitions and Objectives of Human Rights Education

There are many definitions of human rights education. At the start of the UN Decade for
Human Rights Educetion, the General Assembly defined it as*acomprehensve, life-long
process by which people a dl levelsin development and in dl srata of society learn
respect for the dignity of others and the means and methods of ensuring that respect in dll
societies”

There are three key dements of this definition. First, it isalifelong process, addressing not
only school children in forma education systems. Second, it is a comprehensive process
that involves al members of society. Third, it isan empowering process that enables people
to take control of ther lives by identifying violations and learning how to use the exigting
mechanisms. Thusfrom a UN perspective, human rights education is not an end in itsdlf,
but isa means of transformation and a mechanism to address abuses.

Human rights practitioners may use other definitions of HR educetion, often quite
divergent, reflecting their diverse backgrounds. One ussful definition was developed in a
1987 study conducted by the Philippine Norma Universty. It is available on the HREA
listserv (www.hrea.org), and identifies four levels of HR awareness.

1. Submission and Self-denial: unconditional and uncritical submisson to
violaions

2. Passivity/ Lack of Interest: awareness of human rights but refusa or lack of
interest in asserting these rights, due to fear, lack of understanding, etc.

3. Limited Initiative exercise of human rights through commonly accepted
ways like filing complaints to the proper authorities

4. Militancy, Independence, Initiative conscious, active and independent
defence of human rights.

The multiplicity of definitions of human rights education leads us to consider the objectives
of human rights education. There are three mgjor UN objectives: reinforcing knowledge of
human rights; developing capacities to goply human rights sandardsin daily life; and
cultivating atitudes and vaues supportive of human rights.



Approachesto Human Rights Education
There are three modds or gpproaches to human rights education:

1. The Values and Awareness approach

The main focus of this gpproach isto tranamit basic knowledge of human rights issues and
foster thelr integration into public values. Examples include public awareness campagns
and school-based programs. The god is to encourage respect for human rights through an
awareness of and commitment to the UDHR and other key instruments. Topics addressed
might include the history of human rights, information about key ingruments and
mechanisms of protection, and international human rights concerns. The dtrategy hereisto
create mass support for human rights that will put pressure on local authorities to respect
human rights. In a sense, this approach aims to create “critica consumers’ of human rights,
who can think critically and gpply a human rights framework when anadlysing policy issues.

2. The Accountability approach

Thismodd addresses professonds, such aslawyers, journdists, human rights advocates
and monitors who are dready associated with the guarantee of human rights through their
professond roles. The threet of the violation of rights is seen as inherent to their work. For
advocates, the chdlenge is to understand human rights law and the mechanisms of
protection, and to develop lobbying and advocacy skills. For other professiona groups,
educationd programs sengitize them about the nature of human rights violations and their
potentid as professonds within their fied.

3.The Transformational approach

In this modd, human rights education is geared towards empowering the individua and the
community to both recognize abuses and commit to their prevention. The target audience
includes people who may have suffered abuses themsealves, and are thus predisposed to
become promoters of human rights. This gpproach can be found in programs operating in
refugee camps, post-conflict societies, with victims of domegtic abuse, and with vulnerable
populations generaly. Techniques used include salf-reflection, and support within the
community of learners. Human rights are only one component of this holistic gpproach,
which may aso include leadership devel opment, conflict-resolution training, vocationa
training, work and informa fdlowship. This mode works from the life-experience of the
learner, and is the mogt difficult to implement.

All of the models have a vdid place in the process of making human rights education ideds
aredity.

Opportunitiesand challenges

Human rights have the potentid to be a shared-vaue system that could enable peoples to

bridge socio-culturd gaps and address the disintegration of their cultures resulting from the
forces of globalization.



At the UN level, while advances are being made, human rights education represents only

1.6 % of the total budget of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. There
is recognition within the UN that NGOs are accomplishing the mgority of the work in
human rights education. In the High Commissioner’s most recent report (59" session,
available ontline a the HREA Site) key resolutions relating to human rights education were
passed. Firgt, the development of a voluntary fund to support the work of NGOs; second, a
requirement that member states report on their human rights education work; and findly,

the report identifies severa regions and opportunities for human rights education
development.

Dr.l. A. Rehman

Definitions of Human Rights Education

Ms. Tibbitts has provided severd definitions of human rights education. Another definition
can be found in the French Declaration on the Rights of Man. Its authors identified three
levds of rights: individud, State, and the internationa order. Human rights education must
address dl threelevels.

We can diagram these three levels as concentric circles, the individud isthe inner circle,
the state isthe middle circle, and the internationd order isthe outer circle.

Individua

State

_ R
International order

At theindividud level, human rights are necessary for sdif-redization. They can be defined
as the fundamental's needed to achieve our potentid, such as hedth, education, work, the
rule of law, freedom of expression, etc.

Whiletheindividud supports the state, the State also protects the individud. As such, these
circles must remain concentric. Problems arise when the circles are not, and one of these
levels of rightsis compromised by the encroachment of another.

Order and Culture

Another important dynamic is the interaction of order and culture. Human rights education
affects both. An example can be found in the Pakistani law againgt blasphemy. In Pakistan,
no one committed blagphemy until the government passed alaw forbidding it. In other
words, there was disorder, the government intervened, and this had an effect on culture.



Another example can be drawn from the experience of Bhutan. The king declared that his
decisions would be based not on his peopl€e s rights but on their happiness. He then decided
that peopl€e' s happiness would be improved by wearing particular clothes. In other words,
the king introduced (dis)order, and this has an effect on culture. Human rights education
must examine this interaction.

Thefirst UN Decade of Human Rights Education is coming to an end; many countries have
not drafted their national plans of action. These states agree with the universdity of rights,
but not their indivighility. In thisway they pick and choose the articles they wish to
implement, leaving others asde. A mgor chalenge facing humean rights activigtsin
developing countries is to convince governments of the indivisbility of rights. Activids
should remember that rights must be struggled for, and the purpose of human rights
education is not only to enable people to know their rights, but also to encourage struggle
for the rights that are opposed.

In the padt, religious belief posed the greatest barrier to the achievement of human rights.
Now, governments use the “nationa security syndrome’ to judtify their lack of

commitment to human rights. There are many examples of this phenomenon, not only in
large and powerful gates. In the Madives, for example, a Chrigtian may enter the country,
but he or she cannot carry abible. But what is the purpose of such alaw? A whole range of
date abuses are thusjustified by the “nationa security syndrome.”

The Johannesburg Principles were developed by a group of journdists concerned with
freedom of expression, but they are equaly applicable to our contemporary climate of
“nationa security syndrome.” There are two principles of particular relevance: First, what
islaw? Second, what is nationa security? While dl human rights are subject to law, not dl
law islegitimate. Smilarly, not al nationdl security measures are legitimate. The burden
should be placed on the State to prove the necessity of its nationa security measures.

Question and Answer_Session
The following themes were raised during the discussion period:

Human rightseducation in the developed world.

It is essentid to recognize the importance of human rights education in dl countries,
including the so-called “developed” countries. One problem isthat in countries with
elaborated legd systems, many issues are not framed as human rightsissues. For example,
in the United States, environmental concerns such asfood labelling are addressed through
consumer rights law rather than human rights law. Until environmenta issues are
understood as human rights issues, they will not get the attention needed.

Accessibility of legal mechanismsin addressing human rights abuses.

Inredlity, it can be very difficult for victims of human rights abuses to gain access to legd
enforcement mechanisms. The procedures are time-consuming, expensve and complicated.
Therole of NGOsis essentid, and in many countries, human rights NGOs will hear
complaints and take cases through the local court system or to the media. However, even
NGOs must be sdlective; thereis no complete coverage of dl individua cases.



National Human Rights Education Committees.

As part of the UN Decade, guiddines for nationd plans of action in human rights education
were drafted. If countries have not made progress on these commitments, local NGOs
should form codlitions and lobby their governments. However, one must aso be aware of
the internd condraints of the UN. Although much human rights work is done by NGOs, the
UN’ s clients are member gates; thusthe UN can only relate to NGOs indirectly.

Human rights and multi-national cor porations.

Some of the worgt abusers of human rights are multi-nationa corporations. The presence of
MNCs in developing nations may be worse than the imperiaist powers during colonization.
While there have been some anti- globdization protests in the developed world, activigtsin
developing countries also need to denounce MNCs, which are often protected and
supported by the local authorities.



