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A Realistic Perspective on Human 
Rights in the School Curriculum
When human rights are taught in the context of the values of

Western civilization, history and literature become more
relevant than a bumper sticker approach to issues.

H uman rights are a vital concern 
of free men and women, espe 
cially since the emergence of 

totalitarianism in our century Totali 
tarian regimes, as the name implies, 
aim to control the entire lives of their 
subjects. They are more terrible, more 
efficient, and far more difficult to re 
move than any tyrannies of the past or 
any nontotalitarian dictatorships of the 
present. The power of the state, 
equipped with the apparatus of mod 
ern bureaucracy; techniques of espio 
nage, thought control, and brainwash 
ing; monopoly of education and 
information; and instruments of incar 
ceration, torture, and extermination, 
can go far beyond infringements of 
human rights.

Violations of human rights are not 
limited to totalitarian regimes, of 
course. There are dictatorships in

scores of countries that, without hav 
ing attained totalitarian perfection of 
repression, commit grave violations of 
the rule of law and pay little regard to 
human dignity and freedom. Even the 
constitutional democracies are occa 
sionally accused of infringing human 
rights.

Human Rights and Political 
Controversy
One difficulty in teaching about hu 
man rights is created by partisan con 
troversy in the United States: to what 
extent should we consider the human 
rights policies and actions of a foreign 
government when deciding whether 
the United States should become al 
lied with or aid that country? The 
controversy was intensified when 
President Carter announced that hu 

man rights would be the guiding prin 
ciple of U.S. foreign policy. This pro 
nouncement was criticized by some as 
being too simple; the interests of the 
United States would often outweigh 
the imperfect record of a friendly 
country in the matter of human rights. 

A further criticism of Carter's policy 
was that it was applied with a double 
standard Since the United States could 
do little to influence communist gov 
ernments, and since it was often desir 
able to avoid exacerbating relations 
with the Soviet Union and its allies, 
American spokespersons seldom drew 
attention to the outrages against hu 
man rights that many asserted were a 
daily occurrence in the Soviet bloc 
and in other communist states such as 
Cuba. On the other hand, it was assert 
ed, the U.S. did not hesitate to criticize 
governments friendly to the United
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States, such as those in Argentina, El 
Salvador, the Republic of South Africa, 
Iran, Chile, and Pakistan. The critics 
claimed that this double standard de 
stabilized friendly governments and 
gave comfort, if not aid, to subversive 
aggression subsidized and directed by 
Soviet agents. In short, they argued, 
our support for human rights through 
out the world must not obscure the 
principal consideration in our foreign 
policy: the national interest, the pow 
er, and the prestige of the United 
States.

The Perils of a Trendy 
Curriculum
"Human rights" is something of a slo 
gan or shibboleth like nuclear 
freeze, or antisexism, or many other 
enthusiasiams that have shimmered 
into our classrooms and textbooks in 
recent decades. The temptation to add 
fashionable topics to the curriculum is 
understandable. Such topics prove 
that teachers are abreast of the times; 
they also stimulate students. "We're 
studying nuclear war instead of the 
boring campaigns of the Civil War"; or 
"The problem of human rights in the 
world today is much more relevant 
than the Declaration of Independence." 

There is, however, a triple danger in 
this bumper sticker approach to edu 

cation that emphasizes such "relevant" 
and "newsworthy" topics as zero pop 
ulation growth, women's liberation, 
nuclear freeze, or human rights. First, 
such enthusiastic diversions inevitably 
dilute the main curriculum of basic 
information and skills. Second, news 
worthy topics, especially those with 
morally indignant overtones, tend to 
be distorted by emotion; their treat 
ment in classrooms may be propagan- 
distic or psychologically manipulative 
rather than rational and critical. Third, 
the introduction of such special topics 
out of the context of human history 
and the permanent human predicat- 
ment may actually inhibit students' 
acquisition of balanced, critical views 
of social, political, and moral issues. 
For example, if we teach that human 
rights are the ultimate test of political 
legitimacy and the basic objective of 
foreign policy, we are liable to encour 
age students to assume that the over 
throw of a despotic regime is desir 
able regardless of the consequences. 
Yet the successors to the despots may 
be still worse tyrants. Is, for example, 
the Khomeini regime an improvement 
over the Shah for Iranians who long 
for the freedoms we take for granted? 

In recent years, South Africa has 
been the target of human rights activi 
ties. That country's policy of apartheid

and consequent riots of protest are 
reported in America's news media. 
Those who seek retaliation for these 
violations of human rights advocate 
the withdrawal of American invest 
ments and the imposition of an Ameri 
can economic boycott. However, the 
consequences of such actions may be 
to lower the standard of living for 
black Africans and lead to destabiliza- 
tion of a country of immense strategic 
importance to the West.

Teaching about morally important 
issues such as human rights or nuclear 
deterrence must be carried out in the 
full, realistic context of politics, taking 
into account, as far as possible, the 
total and long-term consequences of 
political decisions.

Human Rights In Context
"Human rights" should not be set up 
as a special course in the high school 
curriculum. Nor should particular case 
studies of the violation of human 
rights, such as the Holocaust or the 
relations between American Indians 
and European colonists, be studied in 
isolation. These matters are in the 
same category as the campaigns of 
Genghis Khan and Tamerlane, Stalin's 
and Mao's extermination policies, the 
recent massacres in Cambodia, and a 
hundred other examples of man's in 
humanity to man. Any case studies in 
human rights should be part of the 
general studies in history, social stud 
ies, and literature required of all stu 
dents

The topic of human rights arises 
inevitably when teaching American 
history, world history, current events, 
American government, and interna 
tional relations. Less inevitably, but 
quite probably, it will intrude in class 
es in literature. One cannot read A 
Tale of Two Cities, Uncle Tom's Cabin, 
The Merchant of Venice, Oliver Wts- 
well, Benito Cereno, Heart of Dark 
ness, The Scarlet Letter, and many oth 
er classical works without stumbling 
on the question, "What are human 
rights, and how can they be protect ed?"

The most important conclusion that 
students should draw from the study 
of attacks on human rights in our time 
and in history is the desirability of 
constitutionally democratic forms of 
government in all countries. However,
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thorny questions face students and 
teachers who agree with me. How can 
democracy be brought to cultures 
without traditions of the rule of law 
and of political and religious toler 
ance? How can democracy survive if 
there are bitter ethnic divisions, class 
conflicts, or grinding poverty and per 
haps starvation? How can the Western 
democracies focus their efforts to 
propagate democracy and respect for 
human rights at a time when the prev 
alent trend seems to be for experi 
ments in democracy in "new nations" 
to degenerate into one-party dictator 
ships that in turn may become totali 
tarian?

Students can learn that violent revo 
lution is not the only way to combat 
violations of human rights. A few des 
potic regimes have, even in our time, 
been replaced without foreign inter 
vention by more or less democratic 
regimes. The military junta in Argenti 
na stepped down voluntarily; in El 
Salvador, a military dictatorship has 
been replaced by an elected govern 
ment; in India, Indira Gandhi gave up 
power peacefully after a period of 
dictatorial rule; in Portugal, the long

dictatorship of Salazar gave place to a 
democratic regime, as did the auto 
cratic rule of Franco in Spain. There is, 
therefore, some hope that nontotali- 
tarian regimes will grow toward con 
stitutional freedom much as the abso 
lute monarchies of sixteenth century 
Europe moved in the long run toward 
representative government. If it is true 
that totalitarianism is the ultimate ene 
my of human rights, then students 
should be encouraged to consider 
what governmental policies would 
best support the movement away from 
totalitarianism and toward democracy 
and respect for human rights.

Simple Truths, Dialer* 
Solutions
By what values and attitude, .Id 
students learn to measure themselves? 
The ideals of America, which are also 
those of Western civilization with its 
heritage of Judeo-Christian moral 
principles and Roman and Greek po 
litical philosophy and legal institu 
tions, are the values on which human 
rights are founded. Although we have 
never fully attained these ideals, our

practical approximations to them are 
the hope of the future. We must hope 
that the rising generation will appreci 
ate the ideals and be prepared to fight 
and die in their defense as former 
generations have done. The price of 
liberty is not only eternal vigilance, it 
is also self-sacrificing courage. To pre 
serve human rights, one must be pre 
pared to risk the basic right the right 
to one's own life.

American values and attitudes were 
once to be found in school books, 
especially histories and literary read 
ings, typified by McGufiey. It is not 
merely coincidental that respect for 
human rights has declined in many 
parts of the world at the same time that 
American and West European societ 
ies, and especially their intellectual 
and academic echelons, lost confi 
dence in traditional ideals. The de 
fense of human rights begins in the 
hearts and minds of people fortunate 
enough to possess those rights.D

Raymond BmgMnti is vice president, Eth 
ics and Public Policy Center, 1030 15th St, 
N.W., Suite 300, Washington, DC 20005.
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