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I begin with a tribute to my educators.  Back in the 1940s and 50s, I attended public schools in New South Wales.  Apart from my parents (and occasionally my siblings) no one had a greater influence in shaping my values and attitudes to life than my teachers.  

My education was full of instruction about values.  Those values have accompanied me through life.  They were not laid down dogmatically nor learned by rote.  Neither my teachers nor I had to take an "oath of fidelity" to a particular religious, political or social perspective.  My values were imparted during the whole process of my education.  So it should be in all Australian schools and colleges:  public, private and religious.  

When we leave school, we are normally destined to live in the civil society of Australia.  When we become electors of the Commonwealth, we share an obligatory responsibility for the way in which our country gives effect to its values in the treatment of its own people and in its projection to the world beyond.


This book is timely.  It is about our values.  It contains essays that, putting it broadly, are focussed on particular aspects of human rights education.  This is not something completely new.  I remember quite vividly how, as a student in fifth class at the Summer Hill Opportunity School in Sydney, my teacher, Mr Gorringe, distributed to each of us copies of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  That instrument had been drafted by a committee of the United Nations chaired by Mrs Eleanor Roosevelt, widow of the war-time American President, FDR.  It had recently been adopted by the General Assembly, at a time when an Australian, Dr Herbert Evatt, Minister for External Affairs, was President of the Assembly.  We can be proud of the part that Australia played in the foundation of the United Nations Organisation, the adoption of its Charter and passage of the Universal Declaration sixty years ago.  

In her opening essay in this book, Faith Hill describes the Universal Declaration as providing a set of principles, somewhat akin to a "secular religion".  Yet as Bee Chen Goh points out, His Holiness the Dalai Lama prefers the concept of "spirituality" to that of "religion".  He regards it as more inclusive.  It embraces concepts of the world, of life and death and of our rights and obligations as humans that go far beyond the interdicts of particular holy texts.  So the Universal Declaration is a manifestation of values and spiritual qualities that inhere in us all as human beings - living together on the blue planet.

The sixtieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration is thus one of contextual circumstances in which this book has been written.  It is inevitable that reflections on what the Universal Declaration says, how it was adopted and what it has achieved, will attract much media attention in the days ahead.  Necessarily, this will be reflected in Australian classrooms.  Perhaps today's teachers will distribute anew the small pamphlet containing Mrs Roosevelt's creation that my classmates and I received in class 5A, back in 1949.  My copy was printed on airmail paper.  This was an unheard of luxury in those immediate post-war days.  Our teachers explained the promises of the Universal Declaration.  Those promises were all the more arresting, coming as they did on top of our awareness (oppressive even to school-children) of the great sufferings of the Second World War and the huge burdens on civilian populations, illustrated graphically in the newspapers and newsreels of the time.  

On the school radio, H D Black (as Sir Herman then was) told his captive audience of schoolchildren across our continental country, of why, under the shadow of the mushroom cloud over Hiroshima, we all had to gather as human beings around a few basic values - principles of mutual respect.  Without such principles our species and the world might not survive.  Even in those days, even in my immature intelligence, I could appreciate the importance of the Universal Declaration.  As the constitution of UNESCO was later to put it:  since wars begin in the minds of human beings, it is in the minds of human beings that we must build the defences for peace.

As a beneficiary of these early steps in human rights education in Australia, I applaud the contributions of the authors in this collection.  Their chapters address contemporary themes.  But their basic objective is the same as that of my teachers, Mr Gorringe and H D Black.  It is to interpret for students and teachers of today, at different levels of the education system, the concrete problems that we face in the world and in Australia.  And to examine how those problems can be addressed in a principled fashion and rendered understandable from our earliest days as pupils so that we are responsive to the challenges all our lives.


Apart from the sixtieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration, other contemporary events give this book a fresh resonance.  It is published in the aftermath of the United Nations decade for human rights education (1995-2004).  It follows the adoption in the Australian Capital Territory (2000) and in Victoria (2006) of human rights legislation that seeks to end the Australian resistance to such measures.  Paula Gerber and Daniel Marshall, in their chapters, remind us of this new dynamic.  It will need to be explained to future citizens of Australia so that they can participate in the changes of law and culture that the new legislation will produce.  


Another stimulus, to which several writers refer, is the election of a new Australian Government at the end of 2007.  At the opening of the new Parliament in 2008, the Governor-General reminded all those present in the parliamentary chamber (including the High Court judges) that such a change has happened only six times in the past sixty years.  When such a change occurs, inevitably there are uncertainties, expectations and aspirations.  

Soon after the new Government took office, a national apology to the 'stolen generations' of Australian Aboriginals was offered in the Federal Parliament by the Prime Minister, supported by the Leader of the Opposition.  Important chapters of this book address the issues of indigenous rights and disadvantages.  Judy Atkinson and Soenke Bierman explain how post-colonial legacies can present serious challenges for educators.  Only by respectful dialogue in a culturally safe environment will a genuine conversation be initiated, on a basis of true equality, between the descendants of the original peoples of the land and the descendants and successors of the settlers.  Self-evidently, this conversation needs to be stimulated in schools, colleges and universities.  


Many other sources of 'otherness' are explored, and made concrete.  Christopher Newell continues his precious work in interpreting disability and explaining how that very notion often presents a challenge because of the pathology of normalcy.  He and authors such as John Ryan and Daniel Marshall take apart the challenge for contemporary human rights presented by a stereotype I know only too well:  minority sexuality.  Shockingly, Daniel Marshall recounts recent research that suggests very high levels of bullying and verbal and physical assaults suffered by young 'queer' citizens, most of them at school.  Several chapters touch on injustice to women, to racial minorities and to other groups.  Still others, like the chapters by Linda Briskman and Lucy Fiske, Julie McLeod and Ruth Reynolds, Professor Goh, Rob Garbutt and Baden Offord explain practical initiatives that are being taken, through formal and informal means, to bring the messages of human rights to the minds of young Australians.


Given the stimuli to which I have referred, this book could not be more timely.  There is a new dynamic affecting human rights in our country.  As Judy Atkinson points out, the word "education" itself, comes from a Latin source whose root concepts bring together the preposition "e" and the verb "ducere".  At Fort Street High School in Sydney in 1951, Mr Burtenshaw taught me that this meant "from" and the verb was "to lead".  It is from leadership, through the sharing of crucial ideas, that a new and just world order will grow.  

Human beings have a clear choice.  We can take the path of violence, war, genocide, fundamentalist intolerance, stereotyping, torture, bullying and hatred.  Or we can take the path symbolised and explained in the Universal Declaration.  The choice we make, in our nation and in the world, depends significantly on the education we receive in our homes and classrooms.  This is why it is from good leadership of educators that the defences of peace will be built in the minds and hearts of all Australians.  This book is a valuable contribution to that process.
Canberra, 18 March 2008
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