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It was back in 1968 that the United Nations marked the 20th anniversary of the 

adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Tehran through a World 

Conference on Human Rights. The conference urged “all peoples and governments 

to dedicate themselves to the principles enshrined in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights and to redouble their efforts to provide for all human beings a life 

consonant with freedom and dignity and conducive to physical, mental, social and 

spiritual welfare.”1 

Since then, numerous international standards have upheld the commitment 

to nurturing a ‘culture of human rights’, and there is a strong reliance on the 

educational sphere to contribute to this change. A human rights culture is 

intended to transform every individual and institution in society, impacting all 

governmental and non-governmental processes domestically. However, if we 

single out its societal objectives, the objective of advancing a human rights culture 

sets out an interesting challenge to civic education in Iran.

This working paper was produced for the 
Legatum Institute’s workshop on Educational 
Reform on 12 November 2012. The workshop 
was part of ‘The Future of Iran’ project, which 
is designed to encourage Iranians to begin 
thinking about the challenges they will face 
if, or when, they suddenly find themselves in 
a position to carry out major political, social 
and economic reforms.
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edUcatioNal reform

the purpose of this paper is to draw pointers for the future of educational reform in iran 
from a human rights perspective. the focus will be on the objective of nurturing a culture 
of human rights through education. although ‘human rights education’ would seem to 
imply a dedicated separate curriculum, by unpacking it below we will note that it can be 
taught in a variety of ways and effectively integrated through an educational curriculum. 

much has been written about a human rights culture, and its association with the 
rule of law, political culture, gender violence, best interests of the child, democracy, 
citizenship and civic responsibility. this literature also addresses the impact of a human 
rights culture on the political system, the public sector, legal culture and minority rights. 
Each of these raises a host of challenges for today’s iran, for example in relation to the 
absence of the rule of law, the banality of gender violence within society, the mass denial 

of full and equal citizenship2 and the widespread abuse of minority rights. 

the core components of human rights education focuses on: “both content and process 
related to human rights”, the use of participatory methods and the adoption of “goals 

related to cognitive (content), attitudinal or emotive (values/skills) and action-oriented 
components”.3  one author lays out the triple aspects of human rights education: 
“education about human rights (cognitive), education through human rights (participatory 
methods that create skills for active citizenship), and education for human rights (fostering 
learners’ ability to speak up and act in the face of injustices)”.4 the cognitive component 
of human rights education can be taught through a variety of educational methods and 
means. However, teaching the values, skills and action-oriented components of human 
rights, with the objective of empowering the average iranian to speak up for injustices 
suffered by others, sets out a completely different threshold.

the scope of the content of a human rights education is set out by the un’s Plan of 
action for World Programme for Human Rights Education, as including the following:

(a)  the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms;

(b)  the full development of the human personality and the sense of its dignity;

(c)  the promotion of understanding, tolerance, gender equality and friendship among all 
nations, indigenous peoples, and racial, national, ethnic, religious and linguistic groups;

(d)  the enabling of all persons to participate effectively in a free and democratic society 
governed by the rule of law;

(e)  the building and maintenance of peace;

(f)  the promotion of people-centred sustainable development and social justice.5 

It is well-documented that minorities in Iran are subject to entrenched  
state-sanctioned discrimination, albeit of varying degrees.
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Human rights educational objectives are universal, indivisible, and interrelated,6  in the 
same way as human rights are in general. it is therefore not possible to single out only 
particular elements of the above. for example, it is not possible to aim at social justice 
without caring about the rule of law, or to uphold human dignity without fundamental 
freedoms. nevertheless, in the interest of time, it would be advantageous to focus on 
point (c) human rights education in relation to upholding minority rights.

it is well-documented that minorities in iran are subject to entrenched state-sanctioned 
discrimination, albeit of varying degrees. the majority of the members of these 
minorities suffer state-imposed discrimination or persecution, fear and abuses, above 
and beyond the violation of rights suffered by the general population. these abuses 
include those in the civil and political sphere, for example in relation to equality before 
the law, as well as in the economic, social and cultural sphere, for example in relation 
to earning a livelihood. at the international level, the rights belonging to members of 
minorities are enshrined in the international covenant on civil and Political Rights,7 
its General comment 238  and in the 1992 minorities declaration.9  article 27 of the 
international covenant on civil and Political Rights states: 

“in those states in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities exist persons belonging 
to such minorities shall not be denied the right, in community with the other members 
of their group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practise their own religion, or to 
use their own language”.

the challenge of seeking to establish a human rights culture in iran, such that both people 
and institutions, governmental and non-governmental actors, individuals and collective, 
are one and all empowered to speak up for the injustices heaped upon iranian minorities 
is a steep one. What would be the content of the human rights education that would 
seek such an objective? What methods would be used to advance the content of this 
education? What about the attitudinal or emotive values and skills that would be utilised? 
What would be the action-oriented components of such a programme? What would it use 
as its barometers for success, say at the societal, cultural, political and legal levels? 

our starting point10 is a context where minorities face an unjust and discriminatory 
distribution of national resources,11 political power, socio-cultural status12 and 
national development;13 there is a lack of recognition for minority languages as official 
languages and inability to use and teach minority languages at schools or in the media; 
minority groups are restricted on their cultural events, public engagement and political 
participation; common policy is to alter the demographics of particular regions in 
order to reduce the percentage of the minority population;14  there are higher legal 
irregularities,15 state violence,16  incitement17  and persecution18 targeted against them; 
there is no security of person, but a greater likelihood of execution, imprisonment and 
torture for minorities. not all minorities throughout iran face all of these violations 

The suggestion for a more pluralistic and inclusive education often benefits from 
encouragement from civil society and, in the case of Iran today, is the only option.
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at all times, but this is indicative of the actual violations that iranian minorities face. 
these realities fly in the face of countless iranian19 and international legal standards 
to the contrary and lead to social volatility in some border regions where there is a 
concentration of minorities.20  

considering this context, the barometers we set for success at the societal, cultural, 
political and legal levels should clearly be incremental. the suggestion for a more 
pluralistic and inclusive education often benefits from encouragement from civil society 
and, in the case of iran today, is the only option. 

in the last three years we have witnessed a very promising beginning.  this is the 
growing understanding of shared human rights concerns between various exiled iranian 
ideological and minority champions, which is enhanced through the  greater debate 
amongst imprisoned lawyers, judges, trade unionists, student and women’s rights 
activists and opposition supporters within iran. the Persian media and academic debates 
are starting to reflect this new vista in positive ways. this offers an opening window of 
opportunity for human rights education towards the advancement of a human rights 

culture. as well as including the ‘staple’ education about human rights, there is the 
opportunity for a far more innovative “education through human rights (participatory 
methods that create skills for active citizenship), and education for human rights 
(fostering learners’ ability to speak up and act in the face of injustices)”. 21 

in terms of minority rights, for example, this points us in the direction of: developing an 
account of a far less chauvinistic history of iran in ethnic and religious terms; exploring the 
provision of educational programmes, which allows for the inclusion of minority iranian 
languages such as arabic, Kurdish and azeri; publishing and teaching iranian literature that 
reflects renowned and literary figures from a variety of linguistic, religious and ideological 
traditions; a more critical insight into the political history of the country; and so on. these 
should be developed through on-going collaborative and consultative means.

minority rights, of course, constitute just one area of concern for human rights education. 
other areas, that should similarly be unpacked and explored include: respect for human 
rights and human dignity, tolerance and equality, democratic participation, rule of law, 
peace, sustainable development and social justice.22 

the methods used to advance these different areas of human rights concerns will 
differ, as will the attitudinal or emotive values and skills utilised and action-oriented 
components. there is not just one educational model that can be utilised towards these 
different human rights educational programmes that can be developed collaboratively 
today to provide the foundation for a more inclusive and pluralistic future for iran. these 
educational objectives and programmes also face the huge practical challenge of how 

The increasing remoteness from Iran challenges us to keep the objectives real and 
relevant for a changing Iran and a shifting Iranian demographic.
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to reach out to iranians within and outside the country. Provisions such as the elaborate 
nGo skills-based trainings of the iranian nGo training centre nGotc23 and even the 
biennial mofid university human rights conferences24 in iran were closed down by the 
mid-2000s. seminars such as those at the institute for Political and international studies 
(iPis)25 and non-aligned movement centre for south-south technical cooperation  
only allow for a very select and narrow participation in iran. However, a variety of 
educational resources are building up. these are increasingly based outside iran. they 
include: tavaana’s very innovative and varied online educational courses;27 the BiHE’s 
longstanding academic, values and service-focused model;28 various intense, seminar-led 
and in-person trainings for media, legal or it professionals; and training for youth leaders 
and political activism held outside iran. 

the increasing remoteness from iran challenges us to keep the objectives real and 
relevant for a changing iran and a shifting iranian demographic. the scarcity of resources 
also increases the risk of such educational models merely focusing on the content or 
cognitive elements of human rights education. However, an increasingly polarised and 
traumatised population within iran should remind us not to de-emphasise the attitudinal 
or emotive (values/skills) and action-oriented components.29 this rests on values such 
as an innate sense of human dignity, high resolve, zeal and high purpose, kindness, 
compassion, trustworthiness, truthfulness, sincerity, kindness and compassion, justice, 
humanity and philanthropy, concern for the rights of others and service to humankind.30  
these are skills, which are essential for an active and open-minded citizenship, are critical 
and will be foundational to our joint future.
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