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HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION IN COMMUNITIES 
RECOVERING FROM MAJOR SOCIAL CRISIS: 
LESSONS FOR HAITI*

J. Paul Martin

For the past ten years I have been participating in a study of the role of human 
rights education in post-conf lict societies, primarily but not exclusively in 
Africa and Latin America. Given that many of the effects of the earthquake 
in Haiti are comparable to the devastation caused by civil conf lict, it is useful 
to examine whether there are lessons applicable to Haiti.

The research project evaluated the importance, role and factors governing 
the success of human rights education programs following a major social crises 
caused by civil conf licts. It drew especially on the opinions of domestic and 
international actors, notably public officials, administrators, teachers and local 
human rights leaders.

Because the content and formats of these programs vary considerably, we 
defined human rights education broadly, namely as learning that promotes the 
knowledge, skills, behaviors and attitudes needed to promote human rights 
and social justice. Our evaluation focused on the impact of such education, 
namely results outside the classroom. This definition deliberately excludes 
any theory of priorities among rights or of the relationship between individual 
and society. It also excludes any linkage with theories of democracy or other 
political structures, nation or state building, political identity, the principles 
and practices underpinning economic development, as well as with international 
relations or foreign affairs. These latter categories were used rather as optics 
and criteria to distinguish between different models and approaches to human 
rights education.

The findings are still tentative but a number of them are relevant to the 
current situation in Haiti.

*While these conclusions are my own, I am indebted to many exchanges with Prof. Tracey Hol-
land of Vassar College who led the recent research project with funding primarily from the U.S. 
Institute of Peace.
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We found strong support for human rights education on the part of the 
local people, local leaders and local teachers seeking to build a better society. 
We also found that support on the part of many local and international 
government officials was mostly in principle, not in practice, namely when it 
came to enforcing policies and making the necessary budget allocations.

Human rights education works best when it addresses the real life 
problems of the particular target population. During major emergencies, for 
example, most local populations suffer from a sense of powerlessness. In these 
cases human rights education must show how domestic and international human 
rights principles and institutions are a source of empowerment, notably with 
respect to public officials, the military and local police, as well as others who 
control access to the resources needed to re-build their lives. In this case, if 
nothing else, human rights education should convince the target population 
that they have rights and that the government and government officials are 
legally bound by both domestic and international law to protect those rights.

Our research also showed that the idea of their having rights was not 
strange to villagers. Local leaders, for example, had little difficulty identifying 
as unjust activities that others would readily call human rights violations. The 
leaders also had little difficulty identifying the causes of the violations, tracing 
many to patterns of discrimination and the use of violence and fear-mongering. 
While perhaps using other words, they attributed the continuing violations 
to a lack of accountability on the part of the government officials and to a 
lack of protection from the hostile actions of private armed groups. These are, 
however, just some examples of their sense of injustice. The important point is 
that to be successful, human rights education needs to respond to the real-life 
problems of the target population.

The human rights education programs we studied took many forms, 
ranging from studying documents such as the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights to training in the skills needed to document and report human rights 
abuses. In most poorer or developing countries, however, few such programs 
last longer than week or two. Most were much shorter. Hardly any were 
integrated into public school curricula or reinforced by subsequent trainings 
or other support systems. Only a few tried to come to grips with the causes 
and circumstances of the problems faced outside the classroom on a day-to-day 
basis. Their effectiveness was governed principally by three factors: the design 
of the program, the training of teaching personnel and access to adequate 
physical resources.

Our analysis of the roots of conf lict identified discrimination and its 
associated social constructs as well as economic interests as the most common 
causes of human rights violations. The social constructs were based on one 
or more forms of difference and diversity, typically constructions based on 
such more or less objective phenomena as skin color, religion or language. 
The constructions are used to define relationships between “us” and “them,” 
typically as negative or adversarial. In turn, such constructs generated political 
responses and strategies based on powerful but implicit premises such as 
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“dominate or be dominated.” This leads to social hierarchies where certain 
groups develop the power to act on behalf of their own interests without 
considering those of others. While economic benefits, the other major cause 
of human rights abuses, may be a source of discrimination on their own, they 
often overlap with social constructs associated with biological and cultural 
sources. On the other hand, we found that mutual economic benefits can also 
bring together formerly competing groups. The finding relevant for human 
rights education is the importance of strategies to redress the most serious 
patterns of discrimination, two of the most pervasive of which are frequently 
those based on gender and ethnic identity.

A further conclusion is that human rights education is not an add-on, 
but at the core of the education of citizens because it provides necessary tools 
to avoid violent conf lict both in the family (domestic violence) and in the 
society at large. In other words, to reduce and hopefully avoid abuses, every 
society needs values and institutions that effectively mediate its inevitable, 
multi-faceted conf licts among its social, political, economic, cultural, ethnic, 
religious and other interests and groups. Peaceful societies are those which 
possess effective institutions. Formal and informal educational institutions, 
including families and other social organs that acculturate members to function 
within a whole social system. cultivate the knowledge, attitudes, behaviors and 
skills needed to resolve public and private conf licts without resort to violence. 
This, however, is not to say that human rights and a formal education system 
are the only ways to obtain these outcomes. Many societies have developed 
other institutions to reduce violence. However, these have often been rendered 
ineffective due to major social upheavals ranging from competition for land to 
civil wars and climate change.

Effective human rights education is not a stand-alone activity. It works 
best when coordinated with other supportive political and economic inputs, 
especially those that build self reliant, participatory local communities. 
Coordinated action to examine and identify prior and continuing causes of 
discrimination and inequity is a crucial, although an extremely difficult, 
step towards eliminating them. In this regard participants in human rights 
education programs underlined the value of training in such skills as critical 
thinking and conf lict management in both family and public spheres. At the 
same time human rights education needs to emphasize political and economic 
emancipation, to encourage and enable people to participate in the decisions 
that affect their lives. Enabling the targets of human rights education to move 
from seeing themselves as victims to seeing themselves as agents was a common 
goal of most of the programs we studied.

Educational institutions are on the frontline of these endeavors. 
Unfortunately education, on account of either its absence or the biases that 
were taught, can also often contribute to ongoing social divisions and the lack 
of preparedness on the part of the population to deal with major crises. Thus, 
after a major crisis like the Haitian earthquake, when the schools were even more 
bereft of teaching materials and classrooms, teachers are all the more needed to 
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interpret and deal with the social problems that surround them. Human rights 
education is needed if the people are to feel empowered to respond to the major 
challenges that face them, that is to move from victimhood to agents. They 
can only do this if they do not feel powerless and unable to engender positive 
responses from the powers that be. Our research also found that human rights 
education needs to begin as soon as possible before the system settles down 
to life as before. Human rights educators also recommend that human rights 
education leads immediately to activities outside the classroom.

One of the growing problems during and after civil war is the growth of 
violence against women, especially as a weapon of war. As part of their responses 
we found that women were organizing themselves to prevent such violence. 
They are increasingly adopting strategies that use a language of empowerment, 
mobilization and agency. They are usually the loudest voices seeking local and 
international actions to prevent these forms of violence.

Using these as criteria, recent developments in Haiti receive a mixed report.
On the positive side, there is the huge international response, resulting 

according to some in 10,000 NGOs operating in the country. There are also 
many reports of individual re-building projects and collaboration among NGOs 
with respect to child-welfare. Equally significant is the common report of 
experienced aid-workers that in spite of the tragedy Haitian citizens as a whole 
are remarkably resilient and optimistic, compared with citizens they have seen 
elsewhere in similar circumstances.

On the negative side there is little evidence of activities that have the 
capacity to change the overall social patterns that have been established over 
the last two hundred years of Haiti’s independence. There is no dominant 
vision of how the future can be different from the past. Politicians offer short-
term benefits. There is no discussion of reducing the ongoing patterns of 
discrimination, nor of the type of education, training and capacity building 
needed to promote a different future. Understandably the conversations focus 
on the enormous immediate needs such as re-building the basic institutions of 
the state, including all the education institutions devastated by the earthquake. 
Missing is any social analysis that pin-points the goals and especially the detailed 
strategies needed to assure a different future for the nation.

Two of the central concerns of human rights education are political 
and economic emancipation. Together they encompass many individual 
rights. In the case of Haiti, both political and economic emancipation call for 
government to implement more structures that reward citizens for contributing 
to the rebuilding. They also call for overcoming the social cleavages that have 
long privileged one group over another, as well as activities that encourage 
communities to discuss and to address the problems they face on a daily basis. 
These problems include access to freshwater and food, AIDS and other diseases, 
sanitation, health, community relations and especially access to employment. 
Economic emancipation and political emancipation go hand in hand. Both 
call for new ideas that enable heads of household to provide for their families. 
Our research elsewhere found many ways through which poor communities 
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were addressing these and other common problems cooperatively and in self-
reliant ways. Political emancipation is especially called for in societies with 
deep social cleavages like Haiti where sizeable segments of the citizenry see 
others as privileged and they themselves as disenfranchised and subordinate. 
The degree and the impact of such dissatisfaction in Haiti, however, have yet 
to be assessed.

In the eyes of the educators one of the main purposes of human rights 
education, whether in a crisis or not, is to help a society to address and solve 
its problems without resort to violence. In a situation such as Haiti after the 
earthquake, where public institutions hardly function, the purpose is still to 
reduce violence and to solve problems peacefully. How are this and the other 
objectives of human rights education to be achieved?

Moving Ahead: How to Respond

Our research on Africa and Latin America showed that the critical initial decision 
in promoting capacity building to improve human rights is the choice of the target 
group or groups. This choice is critical because the available resources are limited 
and they are in danger of being spread too thin to assure sustainability. The choice 
of target group is generally based on utilitarian principles, that is how best to 
assure the greatest benefit for the greatest number, and long-term sustainability. 
The content and methodology must then be made relevant to the day-to-day lives 
of the target group. In Haiti the potential target groups are numerous: police, 
government officials, local NGOs and health workers, UN military forces, teachers, 
aid agencies, clergy etc, as well as the public at large. A case can be made for each.

Given the myriad of other programs designed to help Haiti, in its search 
for long term benefits and to break the cycles of the past, Haiti must look 
to itself and to its own resources that have not yet been well mobilized as 
leaders, notably its women. This means not just one project here or there, 
but a broad effort to increase the political and economic emancipation 
of women. There is every indication that many women in Haiti are able 
and willing to meet that challenge, missing are the knowledge, skills and 
institutional structures needed. Such efforts to emancipate women are not to 
be seen as a stand-alone project, rather as bringing to bear new resources to 
the much larger project of building a new Haiti. Another key constituency 
are Haiti’s young professionals who are moving out into the society from 
its police academies, universities, religious seminaries, nursing and medical 
schools. Properly designed human rights education is one of the ingredients 
necessary to build the women’s and these young professionals’ leadership 
capabilities, which in turn will lead to new social visions for Haiti.

With these goals in mind for human rights education, the immediate 
recommendation is modest but urgent: to train teachers with the needed 
knowledge and skills. One of the essential pre-conditions for human rights 
teaching is a corps of teachers able to develop in their students, old and 
young, the basic knowledge and skills needed to assure social justice and 
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equity in their various communities. In fact many otherwise excellent 
education programs have failed because the trainers and the teachers were 
inadequately prepared to understand and implement advanced educational 
processes such as critical thinking and conf lict management. Trained 
teachers are the essential source of sustainability. Projects to train trainers 
and teachers need to offer training and practice in critical thinking 
and conf lict management as well as in the knowledge and the practical 
application of human rights principles and practices. Thus in the case of 
Haiti, the sooner such training for teachers and trainers begins the better. 
Our research showed that without teachers prepared specifically to teach 
human rights, that is learning that promotes the knowledge, skills, behaviors 
and attitudes needed to promote human rights and social justice outside the 
classroom, simply teaching about human rights had little impact. On the 
other hand, other research on human rights education has shown that it can 
empower women and other target groups outside the classroom and lead 
to their political, economic and professional emancipation in the society 
at large. In the case of Haiti, this is a long-term project, growing slowly 
but steadily as women and other young professionals move out into their 
communities and create a large enough constituency to promote human 
rights in the society at large.
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RESUMO

Com base em lições aprendidas a partir de pesquisas sobre educação em direitos humanos 
em comunidades pós-confl ito na África e na América Latina, este artigo defende que (a) o 
Haiti deve começar imediatamente a lançar as bases de uma sociedade que irá aperfeiçoar 
substantivamente aquela dos últimos duzentos anos, (b) dois dos grupos críticos neste 
processo serão as mulheres e os jovens profi ssionais e, portanto, (c) uma educação em 
direitos humanos de alta qualidade é necessária para assegurar sua autonomia política, 
econômica e profi ssional.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

Haiti – Direitos humanos – Educação em direitos humanos – Educação sustentável – 
Formação de professores

RESUMEN

En base a lo aprendido en un trabajo de investigación sobre la educación en derechos 
humanos en comunidades africanas y latinoamericanas que atravesaron situaciones de 
confl icto, el presente trabajo postula (a) que Haití debe comenzar de inmediato a sentar las 
bases para una sociedad que mejore signifi cativamente respecto de los últimos doscientos 
años, (b) que dos de los grupos cruciales en tal proceso serán las mujeres y los jóvenes 
profesionales y (c) que, por lo tanto, se necesita, entre otras cosas, una educación en derechos 
humanos de alta calidad para asegurar el empoderamiento político, económico y profesional.

PALABRAS CLAVE

Haití – Derechos humanos – Educación en derechos humanos – Educación sostenible – 
Formación docente


