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In the field of human rights, no victory is sure for ever. Our era has had the privilege of giving them a planetary dimension; proclaimed 30 years exactly after the end of the First World War, the Universal Declaration is justly proud of our time. It is our common heritage. ...Of course the Declaration does not mark the culminating point of your elders’ struggles and sacrifices. It is only a milestone on the road to a conquest; the conquest of human rights everywhere and for everybody is in fact a long combat that must be untiringly taken up every day... .
  


It was almost ten years ago that Director-General Federico Mayor gave this speech at a youth conference to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the signing of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It is fitting, therefore, that we reflect on these words as we approach the half-century mark of the UDHR. Have we learned anything in this interval? Have we accomplished something? What efforts should be undertaken in order for us to be satisfied with our work?


I wonder what those youths of ten years ago, many of whom are emerging young leaders today, would say about our accomplishments and the present state of human rights education in Europe. What a different world it is from 1988. Democracy has spread throughout the region, yet new conflicts have occurred, due in part to xenophobia and ethnic conflict, and the challenge to UNESCO and its national commissions remains as great as ever.


What is it that we need to do, as educators, policy makers, activists and citizens to have viable human rights education programmes for the democratic citizen? And I should suggest here that education does not merely refer to formal education, but includes the informal sectors, and life-long learning as well. As many know, the United Nations has held a number of international conferences and meetings in the last decade which have resulted in numerous “action plans”, supposedly to bring about a long-term outcome and benefits of the particular conference. This paper will suggest a theoretical overview of what is needed in a viable human rights education and combine this with some practical observations on existing action plans and the probable need for their more viable operationalization.

The Preamble of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, “Proclaims this Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal recognition and observance, both among the peoples of Member states themselves and among peoples of territories under their jurisdiction.” (My added emphasis)   

 This is further elaborated in Article 26, where, “Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.”


I shall not dwell on who a citizen is. Others have written on the concept of citizenship itself.
 For our purposes, let us be totally inclusive. All citizens of the world should be democratic. It is the raison d’être of human rights education to see that this is accomplished through the promotion of tolerance and international understanding.

Action Plans


Just what is an action plan supposed to accomplish? Many of the more enthusiastic participants in international human rights meetings feel that an action plan should correct all of the injustices found in the world. On the other side are those government officials who have seen the process stumble along from one meeting to another, with few concrete accomplishments. Obviously, action plans need to fall somewhere between these two extremes of pessimism and euphoria if they are to succeed. Fortunately, most people involved in the development of action plans are pragmatic and realize that these plans should strive for incremental improvements.


Since, in one sense at least, we are writing with a view to the forthcoming fiftieth anniversary celebration of the UDHR in 1998, our point of departure can be three major and connected events. These are the World Plan of Action on Education for Human Rights and Democracy,
 the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action,
 and the Draft Plan of Action of the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education.
 Added to this, from the UNESCO perspective, is the work of the 44th International Conference on Education (ICE) with its Declaration and Draft Integrated Framework of Action on Education for Peace, Human Rights and Democracy and Resolution.
 There are a number of other action plans with a human rights focus or aspect which have been examined elsewhere.


Human rights is considered to embody, ideally, ‘democratic education’, where a democratic learning atmosphere comprises an integral component in the creation of a culture conducive to, and respective of, human rights.  Despite this fundamental association between human rights and democracy, the dialogue within which human rights conversations take place is far from democratic.  Scholars within the human rights arena are beginning to bring issues of this nature to the forefront, making explicit such theoretical deficiencies as the marginalization of women's views and the hegemonic position of individual over collective rights. The idea of attempting to be more inclusive is a result of the problems with most current human rights dialogue.



Despite this increasing awareness of the lack of perspectives which have, traditionally, been incorporated in human rights dialogue, the absence of varied perspectives has been lamented as detrimental primarily due to the resulting limitations upon the growth of human rights as a discipline. In other words, the lack of perspectives has been criticized for being a limited pool of thought, and for hindering the advancement of the discipline as a whole.  Though this is, in itself, a significant realization, there exists another manner in which human rights dialogue has not achieved its full potential.  The 'exclusionary' nature of human rights dialogue has also subverted a practical application of human rights education. The Montreal Plan attempted to address this problem by at least providing a framework for action.


Oddly, this deficiency remains despite the prominence of current human rights education prescriptions of educating ‘for’, rather than ‘about’ human rights. In some respects it would appear as though a disassociation of knowledge from action has given way.  We might well ask ourselves why this situation continues. Though a realization of the exclusionary nature of traditional human rights dialogue has begun, along with an accompanying recognition of the power of ‘consciencization’ within human rights education literature, the connection between the two has not been highlighted.

The Montreal Plan of Action


The World Plan of Action on Education for Human Rights and Democracy was a break from tradition in the sense that the participants at the International Conference desired that this plan of action be inclusive. Hence, it was addressed to all stakeholders – from individuals to families to educators through to States. As explained in the document, the plan was not a comprehensive strategy for formal and informal education. Rather, it was a framework of action which encouraged the various participants to take direction from it.


One of the key aspects of the Montreal Plan was to deal with the challenge of enhancing the universality of human rights by rooting these rights in different cultural traditions. This challenge was addressed once again three months later at the Vienna World Conference on Human Rights. As the Montreal Plan so clearly, and forcefully, put it, “The effective exercise of human rights is also contingent upon the degree of responsibility by individuals towards the community.”


There were seven major strategies proposed which would, it was expected, gather enough momentum to be self-sustaining. These included: the development and distribution by UNESCO of a standard form for planning, implementation and assessment of the Plan; the development of active national, regional and international networks to produce material and exchange information; access to up-to-date information and documentation; convening of momentum-building conferences; strengthening the UN Voluntary Fund for Advisory Service and Technical Assistance in the Field of Human Rights; emphasis by various UN organs on the right to education and particularly human rights education; and, finally, the creation of a follow-up committee to disseminate the Plan.


It is interesting to note that most of these strategies are in various stages of implementation. One can see that this Regional Conference on Human Rights Education in Europe is in the vein of a momentum-building meeting. As you are aware, a follow-up committee has been established by UNESCO: the Advisory Committee on Education for Peace, Human Rights, Democracy, International Understanding and Tolerance, of which I have the very great honour to have recently become the Chairperson.


The purpose of the Montreal Plan was to create a culture of human rights and to assist in the development of democratic societies that enable individuals and groups to solve their disagreements and conflicts by using non-violent methods. It is not surprising that a great challenge exists in making education for human rights and democracy effective and comprehensive on a world-wide scale. The Plan envisaged ten main lines of action which ranged from identifying appropriate target groups, so as to ensure rapid implementation, through to a global commitment to increase funding in this area. It also stressed the need for the development of pedagogical research and identified the potential of the new technologies. From the formal educational perspective it identified the need for the systematic revision of school textbooks with a view to eliminating xenophobic, racist, sexist and other stereotyping. Sadly, this aspect has been very slow to gather momentum. It is, however, gratifying to see the efforts of the UNESCO Section for Humanistic, Cultural and International Education, and the Division of Human Rights, Democracy and Peace, to promote human rights education through a number of projects.
 

The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action

In June of 1993 the World Conference on Human Rights was held in Vienna.  It had been twenty-five years since the last world conference, held in Tehran.  Three years in the making, a series of disastrous preparatory meetings, and intransigence by some countries suggested that this conference would be a disaster and that there would be few relevant outcomes.  Nevertheless, after a great deal of negotiation, and even more persuasion, the political will was found in the end to recognize the work of the Montreal Congress in human rights education, and perhaps most significantly, the recognition that human rights are universal, and that women’s rights (often marginalized at the international level) were fully human rights.


The Vienna Declaration on human rights is an exceptionally important document. It provides the opportunity to further elaborate the human rights linkages outlined above. Paragraphs 78 through 82 of the Vienna Declaration are worth quoting at length as they reinforce the work done in Montreal and promote the importance of education. 

“The World Conference on Human Rights considers human rights education, training and public information essential for the promotion and achievement of stable and harmonious relations among communities and for fostering mutual understanding, tolerance and peace.

… The World Conference on Human Rights calls on all States and institutions to include human rights, humanitarian law, democracy and rule of law as subjects in the curricula of all learning institutions in formal and non-formal settings.

Human rights education should include peace, democracy, development and social justice, as set forth in international and regional human rights instruments, in order to achieve common understanding and awareness with a view to strengthening universal commitment to human rights.

Taking into account the World Plan of Action on Education for Human Rights and Democracy, adopted in March 1993 by the International Congress on Education for Human Rights and Democracy of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, and other human rights instruments, the World Conference on Human Rights recommends that States develop specific programmes and strategies for ensuring the widest human rights education and the dissemination of public information, taking particular account of the human rights needs of women.

Governments, with the assistance of intergovernmental organizations, national institutions and non-governmental organizations, should promote an increased awareness of human rights and mutual tolerance.  The World Conference on Human Rights underlines the importance of strengthening the World Public Information Campaign for Human Rights carried out by the United Nations.  They should initiate and support education in human rights and undertake effective dissemination of public information in this field.  The advisory services and technical assistance programmes of the United Nations system should be able to respond immediately to requests from States for educational and training activities in the field of human rights … 

The proclamation of a United Nations decade for human rights education in order to promote, encourage and focus these educational activities should be considered.”


Following the Vienna Conference, the United Nations Centre for Human Rights embarked on an ambitious design of an actual programme of action. Unfortunately, supplemental funding was not forthcoming from New York, and a programme with many innovative ideas had to be implemented in a piecemeal fashion. What remains is the declarative nature of the Vienna Declaration, and a variety of separate programmes, including the continuing good work through the World Campaign for Human Rights.

 The field of technical assistance has been augmented somewhat and involves support for a wide range of projects aimed at, among other things, developing national plans of action for human rights, providing assistance in drafting constitutional provisions relating to human rights, reforming legislation, human rights aspects of elections, prison reform, developing and strengthening national institutions, strengthening the judiciary, training judges, prosecutors and lawyers in human rights, and training police and the armed forces. The Human Rights Centre’s technical cooperation projects also support regional human rights institutions such as the African Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights, the African Centre for Democracy and Human Rights Studies and the Arab Institute for Human Rights. 

What we have, in a curious way, is the importance of a declaration in acting as a catalyst for activity. I suggest, curious, because the actual Vienna Plan of Action is not really a plan of action at all. Does it matter? Well, one can examine the list of countries receiving “technical assistance” in the field of human rights, the nature of that assistance, and can then draw their own conclusions as to the success of this approach.

United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education


The UN Decade for Human Rights Education is derived from the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action (see, para. 33 of Section I ) which stated that human rights education, training and public information were essential for the promotion and achievement of stable and harmonious relations among communities and for fostering mutual understanding, tolerance and peace. The Declaration and Programme of Action recommended that States should strive to eradicate illiteracy and should direct education towards the full development of the human personality and the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It called on all States and institutions to include human rights, humanitarian law, democracy and rule of law as subjects in the curricula of all learning institutions in formal and non-formal settings.
 


Both the U.N. Centre for Human Rights and UNESCO, which have an official Memorandum of Co-operation between the two, are undertaking work to promote the Decade. The UNESCO Advisory Committee has begun to give advice in this area, and the Centre, through its Advisory Services programme is undertaking a major study. Co-operation between the two organizations is still needed in order to maximize the talents available in both.

The 44th International Conference on Education


In October 1994 the forty-fourth session of the UNESCO International Conference was held in Geneva.  Under the theme “Education for Peace, Human Rights and Democracy” 129 States members met, represented by Ministers of Education, and adopted a Declaration and recommended that UNESCO, at its General Conference in 1995 adopt the Framework of Action negotiated at the same meeting. The Declaration was an indication by the ministers of the fact that they give highest priority to actions which will encourage comprehension, solidarity and tolerance between people, between ethnic, social, cultural or religious groups, and between nations.
  The Declaration gives a major priority in education to children and young people, who are particularly vulnerable to incitements to intolerance, racism and xenophobia. It also calls for the co-operation of all partners who would be able to help teachers to link the education process more closely to real social life and transform it into the practice of tolerance and solidarity, respect for human rights, democracy and peace.

ConclusionPRIVATE 


To have the benefit of diversity is to have the benefit of heterogenous input - human, intellectual, economic, cultural and political.  It is to appreciate that the social orchestra ... sounds best when it is harmonious.  The sounds blend, they do not merge.  It is a symphony, not a concerto.  All the players expect to contribute to the melodious whole, and are interdependent on one another for support.  It is a sound based on understanding the unique value each different instrument brings to the orchestra.  It is a sound we must never stop trying to achieve.


The above quote articulates the sentiments of inclusiveness characteristic of contemporary prescriptions for the achievement of human rights education.  The quote is, likewise, indicative of the aspirations of the human rights movement and its effort to achieve a culture of peace. In essence the quote speaks to the value of diversity in the constitution of the social whole and, envisions a harmonious world order.  The idea is a powerful one, but it is one which, in terms of practice, has been quite absent from the human rights community.  


When one examines the various plans of action related to human rights education and the promotion of democracy there is observed a lack of integration between ideas and action within the human rights community.  The prescriptions and values advanced as fundamental aspects of successful human rights education have not been made an integral facet of the 'lived reality' of the human rights community itself.  Despite the fact that open and inclusive dialogue is advanced by human rights education scholars as the most effective manifestation of human rights education, such a dialogue does not prevail within the current boundaries of the human rights community as a whole.  This schism comprises a tremendous obstacle to a human rights education process at a global level, subordinating the very cornerstone of human rights achievement.  I would contend that the human rights community must come to an awareness of these inconsistencies as inhibiting its progress.  A reconciliation of the inconsistencies within the human rights community is essential for a reinvention of the human rights community for the twenty-first century and to sustain the applicability of the human rights movement's vision of a culture of peace.   


All is not pessimistic, however. The seeds for better communicative practice are, in this sense, being sewn.  That a recognition of the 'exclusionary' nature of human rights dialogue to date has begun suggests an important awareness of the profound linkages between ideas and action.  A continuation of this awareness such that the ideas and action of the human rights community might resonant in concert within the world-wide struggle for the achievement of human rights would be an immense advance of the process of human rights education.  To that end, the human rights community requires fervent attempts to synthesize the spirit of the human rights struggle with the values which that struggle aims to consolidate.  In essence, a commitment to a plurality of voices within the human rights community is essential.  


In order to ensure the continued applicability of human rights goals and activism, continued steps in this direction of awareness, and inclusiveness are crucial.  Having already become drastically out of step with the life experiences of many of those it purports to serve, the human rights community must begin a revolution of practice.  For the achievement of human rights goals to become a reality, comprehensive education 'for' human rights must become an integral part of the operation of the broader human rights community.  Specifically, the human rights community must endeavour to recognize, and reconcile, the discontinuity that has occurred between the theoretical principles which human rights theory supports, and the manner of interacting which the human rights community actually exhibits.  If human rights activists wish to reckon the dawn of a culture of human rights, a concerted attempt toward the democratization of their own thought must be undertaken.  Not only will the human rights movement be advanced through the variety of perspectives enabled by the democratization of discourse, so will the international community and each member of humanity become enveloped in a transformative process of erecting and consolidating an international 'climate' for human rights.


On 10 December 1948 the Universal Declaration of Human Rights came into being, given birth by the United Nations General Assembly.  See this as one stop on a journey, long possibly endless.  There are more stops, new passengers enter, there is a dialogue inside.  Maybe some passengers exit.  There are more stops ... each time reflecting an ever deeper and broader dialogue des civilisations.  Each ... gives something.  Each ... feels grateful that others have something to contribute.  ...   As the journey progresses ... instead of a conclusion let us try to write ... a dialogue.

Notes:

With thanks to Judy Ettinger, Ph.D. student in Political Science, Carleton University, Ottawa, Canada, for major input on this paper.
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