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Once there was a father who was told by doctors that his son had diabetes and would have to stop eating sugar because it endangered his life. The father did as the doctors instructed and told his son to stop eating sugar. But the boy refused saying, “can’t and won’t!” The father thought about forcing his son to stop eating sugar but knew, as he thought this, that enforcing this would be impossible. His son could eat sugar the first time he was out of sight of his father and thus endanger his life. The father loved his son very much and was very distressed when the boy suggested: “You know, father, there’s that wise woman who lives a few valleys over. If she told me to stop eating sugar, I would.” The father thought this odd, but, if that’s what it would take to save his son’s life, he would do it. They packed their few belongings and made the long journey to the home of the wise woman. Once inside, the father told the wise woman the reason for their visit. The wise woman nodded, then said, “Come back in fourteen days and I will tell you what I must.” The father was irritated. After all, their request was simple enough. But, he had little choice and so they left. After fourteen days they returned to the home of the wise woman. Once inside, the wise woman looked at the boy and said, “you must stop eating sugar or else you will die.” “Okay,” said the boy and he turned and left the room. The father looked at the wise woman and said, “I mean no disrespect, but you can see we are poor and that the journey was long and costly. I must ask you why you could not have said those words fourteen days ago?” The woman smiled, nodded and said, “Ahh, you see, I felt that for me to tell your son to stop eating sugar, I had to stop eating sugar first.”

There are three subjects of human rights education: the learner, the teacher and the individual rights bearer. First off I want to clarify what I mean by “individual.” Today, in the English language, “individual” is used to specify the person separate from the group of which they are a part. That is NOT what I mean here. I am using the term in an old-fashioned sense – you see, before the 17th Century the word “individual” meant the same as “indivisible” meaning that the person was indivisible from the group. It’s worth thinking about why that change happened in the English-speaking world. But that’s not what I want to talk about.

As I said, there are three subjects of human rights education: the learner, the teacher and the individual/indivisible-from-the-group rights bearer. Of course both the learner and the teacher are also this third thing. And the teacher is also a learner. And so it is to the teachers here today that I address my comments – regardless of whether you self-identify as a teacher or simply find yourself having to teach from time to time.

I call this little talk “Being the Change” Education and Advocacy for Human Rights Education. And I want to make three points in the next few minutes. So here they are in brief:

· There is no such thing as neutral education and no such thing as a neutral educator

· All education is advocacy – though not all advocacy is education

· Education is the act of engaging common sense persuasively in order together to create good sense and change bad sense.

On Neutrality

“There is no such thing as a neutral educational process.” Paulo Freire, the Brazilian educational philosopher, made this point over thirty years ago in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. I’m quoting from the introduction by Richard Shaull: “Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate the integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity to it, or it becomes "the practice of freedom," The means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world.”

I come from the tradition and practice of popular education where it is almost a commonplace to recognise this non-neutrality of education. But I raise this point about education to address you as educators: none of you is neutral. It is not possible. You all have unique histories, unique sets of relationships, unique ways of seeing the world. Of course, there is also much overlap and shared knowledge and relationships and histories. You are each unique – both individual and indivisible. So when you teach, you do so from a specific place: one that you have made for yourself from your experience and, very importantly, your critical understanding of your experience.

I doubt that any of you is here learning about human rights education because it seemed a slightly better career choice than, say, making shoes. You are here, I daresay, because you care. And, while I don’t want to presume too much, I think it fair to say that you care to make the world a better place for yourself, your community and, perhaps, the world.

The education that you are going through here isn’t simply about learning more information about human rights, nor simply about more and better methods of human rights education. You are also here learning about yourselves. Human rights education starts with you. Which means acknowledging your own experience of human rights (both positive and negative) and critically reflecting on that experience. Of course, that requires new information at various points. But I would say that the information you need is only relevant and useful if you can connect it to your experience. Until you can make that connection that information is just so much words on paper.

Which is also true for the people who you dare to teach. Like you, they have unique experience. The responsibility of the human rights educator is to respect that experience and invite the learner to examine that experience critically. And that can be a painful process for many people. There’s an old saying: “In much wisdom is much grief and he/she that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.” Now there is joy in learning and we shouldn’t forget that. But much human rights learning, though aimed at a better world, means learning a great deal about pain and suffering. And people will, quite naturally, resist this. It is the responsibility of the educator to engage that resistance with respect, compassion and firmness. If we truly believe that we can make a better world through human rights education, then we must be willing to push people – with kindness, of course – but push them nonetheless. We “push” because we believe there is a better way to know the world. For the human rights educator, this kind “pushing” is made up of at least three things: information, persuasion and advocacy. 

I suggest that the first person you teach in this way is yourself. I suspect that many of you have already “pushed” yourselves in this way and that’s why you’re here. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t more pushing to be done. As Ghandi’s famous words remind us: “You must be the change you wish to see in the world.”

On Advocacy

Human rights is a particular way of engaging the world. And, while there are, of course, many disputes in the world of human rights work: universality versus cultural relativism, the dominance of the anglo-american definition of “rights”, the missing language of “responsibility” and more, I’m not going to address these disputes except to suggest that we agree more than we disagree - about what human rights are and what it is we think we are teaching. I’m not disappearing the differences, nor disrespecting them – they are crucial to keep alive and I will conclude in a few minutes with a story that speaks to this.

My point here is that teaching about human rights is about changing the world for the better. Which means that for all of us here, we think that the world is not as it could be or, perhaps, should be. We dare to change our world. And, even if you haven’t thought about it, somewhere in your consciousness is an idea about what that better world could be. Education is one means of acting to bring about this better world – to dare to change things for the better. And that is one facet of advocacy.

But not all advocacy is education, nor should it be. We need to recognize that there are those moments when our responsibility as human right activists is simply to stop certain actions and behaviours: the violence of the denial of human rights to an individual or a group of people. That moment of confrontation is not necessarily a learning moment and that’s as it should be. The learning can come later, and should. Education and advocacy are inseparable – each informing and supporting the other – sometimes they can happen simultaneously; at other times they are like two legs walking: first one steps then the other. They should never be far apart in space nor time.

On Common Sense

One of the most formidable obstacles to educators is common sense – as true with children as with adults. Common sense is that mixture of experience, behaviour and understandings that we all have about how the world works, how we think we should act in the world and why we think things are the way they are. And it has been my experience that common sense is, generally, considered a good thing. I can hear the voice of my mother, “Christopher Cavanagh, would you please use some of the common sense that God gave you?” Which, of course, just made me want to have God take it back.

But I have long-since learned that common sense isn’t all good. In fact, common sense is quite the mixture of senses including both good sense and bad sense. Common sense, however, also lives in those places that people don’t think about too much, the unconscious, the assumed culture, “normal” behaviour. Drawing common sense into the light of critical dialogue can be more difficult than hunting for lost treasure. But this, I suggest, is the unique responsibility of the educator. For it is within people’s common sense that we will find those lessons and fears and resistances that we must examine together with learners in order to make better decisions about how to understand and live in the world.

Typical pieces of common sense include the fatalism of “things have always been that way and they will never change so why bother”; the pessimism of “things never work out for us”; the cynicism of “people are only interested in themselves.” These are things that people have learned from experience (sometimes merely copying other people’s beliefs)and it is that very experience which we must challenge. These are each examples that I would suggest are “bad” sense. And that’s something I think worth persuading people about. For people also have in their common sense a lot of good sense: “people are capable of great kindness”; “communities help each other in times of crisis”; “beware of the water if you can’t swim.”

But more to the point, I suggest that many, though not all, human rights are part of people’s good sense. And the obligation of the human rights educator is to demonstrate just this: human rights are good sense.

Common sense (the messy mixture that we all have) is resilient and if we simply attack people’s common sense we will find ourselves facing a rather formidable wall. Precisely because of the “common” part of it. That very commonality is something that people will draw upon and defend because they will not see themselves as the only object of attack but will feel that they and all their relationships are being challenged. However, if we can use persuasion and dialogue (critical, creative, curious, kind and caring) to invite people to examine their common sense, we then just might together better identify good sense and bad. Which, in turn, could have ripple effects as the learners communicate, in ways we cannot, to their families and communities what they have come to understand about the way they now see the world.

I will conclude with two points: first, what connects education and advocacy is dialogue – the active, democratic, rigorous exchange between teacher and learner in which experience is shared and challenged in order to create new knowledge that can change our common world.

And lastly, I would like to make this point a slightly different way, with the story I promised a few moments ago when I was referring to our many differences:

One day a devoted Talmudic student ran out of the synagogue shouting, “What is the meaning of life? What is the meaning of life?” He ran through the streets shouting. He came to the house of his Rabbi. He went inside and, almost in tears, pleaded, “What is the meaning of life, master?” The rabbi slapped the student across the face. “Why did you hit me,” asked the startled student. The rabbi answered: “Such a good question. And you want to exchange it for an answer? It is the answers that keep us apart. It is the questions that unite us!”
