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ABSTRACT 

La presente tesi sostiene che la cruciale rilevanza dell’istruzione come diritto umano 

fondamentale sia da ritrovarsi nella doppia valenza del diritto all’educazione. Questo, 

infatti, deve necessariamente essere difeso ed implementato a livello internazionale e 

nazionale dagli stati in prima persona poiché è un diritto universale e inalienabile, sancito 

dalla Dichiarazione Universale Dei Diritti Umani del 1948 e poi di conseguenza inserito 

nelle Costituzioni Nazionali. Ebbene, questo diritto non deve semplicemente essere difeso 

come tale, e cioè come scopo finale e diritto a se stante, ma anche perché è un diritto chiave 

che consente agli individui di poter beneficiare di tutti gli altri diritti umani e libertà 

fondamentali.  

La tesi, dopo l’introduzione, sarà articolata in cinque capitoli che verteranno su uno 

sviluppo tematico e parallelamente cronologico del diritto all’educazione, fino a culminare 

nella conclusione, che presenterà dei dati forniti dall’UNESCO e relativi ai miglioramenti 

ottenuti ad oggi grazie al lavoro congiunto di stati e comunità internazionale. L’aspetto 

interessante è che la stessa struttura della tesi dimostra che il diritto all’educazione non è 

separabile dagli altri diritti umani: già dal primo capitolo, infatti, il diritto all’istruzione si 

mostrerà intrinsecamente legato a tutta la sfera dei diritti umani e delle libertà fondamentali.  

La tesi della necessità del diritto all’istruzione come duplice diritto sarà sostenuta nei vari 

capitoli grazie a documenti di molteplice provenienza, e questo ancora una volta sarà la 

dimostrazione che le implicazioni di questo diritto hanno uno spettro infinitamente ampio. 

Difatti, troveremo legittimazioni dell’importanza dell’istruzione come diritto fondamentale 

per poter godere degli altri diritti umani in documenti letterari, politici, giuridici, 

economici, sociologici e pedagogici.  

Per tutta questa serie di motivi, si raccomanda il lettore di tenere in considerazione non solo 

il contenuto del seguente scritto, ma anche la provenienza delle fonti utilizzate a sostegno 

della tesi, a riprova dell’ampio spettro di temi intrinsecamente legati alla materia 

dell’istruzione. 
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Il primo capitolo assume una funzione introduttrice, ma rivela pienamente il cuore di questa 

tesi già a partire dalle prime pagine, dove viene definito il concetto di educazione. Questa 

non è da considerarsi solamente come il mero processo di insegnamento di nozioni e 

abilità, ma piuttosto come lo sviluppo guidato dell’intera personalità di un individuo. 

Tramite materiali educativi divulgati dall’UNESCO, questo capitolo si propone di spiegare 

perché la difesa e la promozione dell’educazione siano poi fondamentali e di grande 

beneficio non solo per l’individuo, ma anche per lo stato o la comunità in cui esso vive. 

Dopo aver definito il concetto di educazione tramite la presentazione degli articoli locati in 

documenti ufficialmente riconosciuti dalla comunità internazionale, questo capitolo 

procede spiegando che l’istruzione è un investimento che può solo che portare effetti 

positivi sia a livello individuale che a livello comunitario. Infatti, le nuove generazioni, 

ossia i giovani che oggi vengono educati tramite il sistema scolastico, sono i futuri 

governanti della società di domani. Questo implica necessariamente che per consentire lo 

sviluppo della società verso un adeguato progresso sociale, politico ed economico, è 

necessario fornire alle nuove generazioni i mezzi intellettuali per governare saggiamente un 

domani. Inoltre, un adeguato sistema educativo, alla luce degli avvenimenti storici e 

dell’attuale contesto globale, deve necessariamente preparare le nuove generazioni con le 

abilità necessarie per affrontare prontamente le sfide future legate ad una società fortemente 

internazionalizzata e globalizzata. Non solo quindi è necessario fornire agli studenti delle 

competenze che li rendano in grado di risolvere problemi interdipendenti e che cambiano 

con una velocità sempre crescente, ma è fondamentale che parallelamente a queste capacità 

pratiche vengano incentivate delle capacità di tipo morale. A tale proposito, è fondamentale 

trasmettere agli studenti l’importanza dei valori internazionalmente riconosciuti come 

universali, tra cui le libertà fondamentali, i diritti umani, l’uguaglianza, la giustizia e 

l’importanza della legge. Invero, se per fondare una società più giusta per un domani 

migliore, la chiave è l’educazione delle nuove generazioni, questa istruzione non si può 

basare solo su competenze pratiche, perché la storia ha dimostrato che le atrocità sono 

avvenute anche all’interno di società colte. Pertanto, per promuovere significativamente la 

pace tra i popoli e l’amicizia tra nazioni, un cambiamento deve imperativamente sorgere nei 

valori su cui si basano le società, dando all’istruzione una importanza ancora maggiore. 
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Il secondo capitolo ha invece una matrice storica, perché ha il fine di indagare le radici 

storiche delle teorie riguardanti l’importanza dell’educazione come diritto universale. 

Queste matrici storiche sono da ricercarsi nel pensiero Illuminista. Anche questo capitolo si 

configura come argomento a favore della tesi che vede l’importanza del diritto 

all’educazione intrinsecamente legata alla stessa esistenza degli altri diritti e libertà 

fondamentali. Infatti, la storia conferma pienamente questa tesi, se si considera che il diritto 

all’istruzione ha raggiunto un’importanza capitale nel pensiero teorico Illuminista e la sua 

prima massima espansione e condivisione dopo la Rivoluzione Francese. In questo contesto 

storico, i presupposti della necessità del diritto all’istruzione erano posti dagli Illuministi in 

quanto strumento per il raggiungimento del pieno ed integrale sviluppo della personalità 

dell’individuo. La Rivoluzione Francese ha invece portato ad un livello superiore la 

necessità di implementare questo diritto: secondo i rivoluzionari, tanto gli intellettuali, 

quanto i nobili e i religiosi, era assolutamente cruciale il bisogno di creare un sistema di 

istruzione pubblica disponibile per tutti i cittadini. In primo luogo, il presupposto teorico 

che ha spinto verso la necessità di affermare questo diritto è stato il pensiero Illuminista 

relativo al pieno sviluppo dell’individuo. Successivamente, secondo il pensiero 

rivoluzionario, un sistema di pubblica istruzione era fondamentale per la diffusione delle 

idee alla base della Rivoluzione Francese e della nuova Costituzione. L’importanza del 

contesto storico è cruciale, in quanto il bisogno di implementare il diritto alla pubblica 

istruzione è diventato impellente nel momento in cui la priorità era quella di trasmettere le 

idee di democrazia, uguaglianza e libertà. Se è vero che la Rivoluzione Francese è stata 

l’origine della lotta verso la democrazia e contro l’oppressione, non è sicuramente un caso 

che i maggiori esponenti di questo movimento politico abbiano investito strenuamente nella 

creazione di un sistema di istruzione pubblica che oltre a consentire lo sviluppo degli 

individui, divulgasse i nuovi valori rivoluzionari alla base della nuova democrazia francese.  

Il terzo capitolo vuole porsi come trait d’union storico tra la base storica, politico-filosofica 

dei diritti dei cittadini teorizzati nel periodo Illuminista e la Dichiarazione Universale Dei 

Diritti Umani del 1948. In questo capitolo verrà dapprima effettuato un confronto tra la 

Rivoluzione Americana del 1776 e la Rivoluzione Francese del 1789, da un punto di vista 



7 
 

prettamente ideologico, per poi arrivare al concetto di universalità dei diritti umani. Difatti, 

in queste pagine sarà possibile osservare come, soprattutto in seguito alle due Guerre 

Mondiali, la comunità internazionale abbia finalmente raggiunto la consapevolezza della 

necessità di stabilire dei diritti umani fondamentali riconosciuti a livello universale, 

inalienabili e senza alcuna distinzione per nessun essere umano. Chiaramente, il passaggio 

da un livello meramente nazionale ad una concezione universale, indivisibile ed 

inalienabile necessita la dovuta attenzione tanto a livello ideologico quanto dal punto di 

vista storico. Il capitolo termina con l’esposizione degli strumenti normativi con cui le 

Nazioni Unite, e quindi la comunità internazionale, dopo aver stabilito i diritti umani, si 

propongono di difendere ed implementare in particolare il diritto all’educazione, a spettro 

universale. 

Il quarto capitolo ha una funzione di completamento del terzo, poiché si occupa di studiare 

l’implementazione del diritto all’educazione sul piano nazionale ed internazionale. Difatti, 

nel contesto attuale di mondo globalizzato, caratterizzato da avvenimenti di natura 

interdipendente ed interconnessa, a matrice transazionale, e in cui spazio e tempo sono 

drasticamente annullati dai mezzi tecnologici, un approccio di tipo nazionale non è più 

sufficiente, e questo capitolo vuole esserne la dimostrazione. Nondimeno, dopo aver 

enunciato gli obblighi degli stati rispetto ad una concreta promozione e protezione del 

diritto all’istruzione all’interno del loro territorio nazionale, il capitolo espone la capitale 

importanza del ruolo dell’UNESCO. L’analisi dell’UNESCO partirà dalla stessa 

Costituzione dell’Organizzazione, araldo degli ideali alla base della sua missione. 

Successivamente, si affronteranno le funzioni dell’UNESCO, con particolare attenzione 

alla promozione del diritto all’istruzione in tutto il mondo, con particolare attenzione ai 

soggetti che si trovano nelle situazioni più svantaggiose. In questo capitolo verranno 

affrontate le tematiche relative al significato del diritto all’istruzione e delle sue 

implicazioni, in particolare in relazione al carattere inclusivo ed universale di questo diritto. 

Un aspetto fondamentale che verrà introdotto in queste pagine sarà relativo all’impellente 

necessità di una collaborazione di natura internazionale per la difesa del diritto 

all’educazione, in quanto questo è indissolubilmente legato ad ulteriori implicazioni di 
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natura internazionale. In altre parole, dal momento che il diritto all’educazione si rispecchia 

ed è necessariamente connesso agli altri diritti umani, ed essendo il mondo contemporaneo 

fortemente globalizzato, appare evidente che la cooperazione internazionale occupi un 

ruolo di enorme rilievo. In particolare, l’UNESCO ritiene che per promuovere la pace, 

l’amicizia e il rispetto tra i popoli di tutto il mondo, sia necessario promuovere la 

cooperazione internazionale (ed in particolare quella intellettuale), perché la pace e 

l’amicizia nascono in primo luogo nella mente degli individui. Pertanto, anche questo 

capitolo si configura come argomento a sostegno dell’importanza della tutela del diritto 

all’istruzione come strumento fondamentale per il pieno godimento della libertà, in quanto 

è lo strumento con cui si possono costruire relazioni di amicizia tra popoli e solide basi per 

e attraverso la cooperazione internazionale. 

Il quinto e ultimo capitolo riguarda i principali progetti attualmente in corso sul piano 

internazionale, con una particolare attenzione nei confronti dell’Agenda 2030 Per lo 

Sviluppo Sostenibile. Questo capitolo assume un’importanza determinante per questa tesi, 

poiché la consapevolezza mondiale dell’epoca contemporanea ha permesso di inserire il 

diritto all’educazione tra gli obiettivi dello sviluppo sostenibile, ma allo stesso tempo di 

evidenziare la duplice natura di questo diritto. Difatti, dall’Agenda 2030 si può chiaramente 

evincere come educazione e sviluppo sostenibile siano reciprocamente ed indissolubilmente 

collegati. Per capire questo, sarà sufficiente analizzare dapprima l’organizzazione 

dell’Agenda 2030, che vede il diritto all’istruzione inevitabilmente presente e collegato agli 

altri obiettivi prefissati per lo sviluppo sostenibile, e poi i risultati e i fallimenti presentati 

dal Report delle Nazioni Unite aggiornato al 2019. Questo documento, presentato nella 

conclusione, fornisce in modo lampante l’ultima e fondamentale conferma della nostra tesi: 

i paesi in cui il diritto all’istruzione fatica maggiormente ad essere implementato, sono 

mediamente gli stessi paesi dove anche gli altri diritti umani sono negati o dove gli obiettivi 

dello sviluppo sostenibile sono ben lontani dall’essere raggiunti. Questo dimostra ancora 

una volta che l’istruzione è la chiave per promuovere uno sviluppo sostenibile della società 

di oggi e di domani, ma che laddove i diritti umani sono trascurati, sarà difficile 

promuovere il diritto all’educazione in modo soddisfacente. Inoltre, questo capitolo 
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presenta l’Educazione per lo Sviluppo Sostenibile, la nuova metodologia pedagogica per 

educare cittadini consapevoli, pronti ad impegnarsi in prima persona per risolvere le sfide 

del presente e del futuro, fondata sui diritti umani, sul rispetto della persona e sullo 

sviluppo delle abilità di ognuno, senza lasciare indietro nessuno. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The importance of education as a double human right: Education is an alienable, universal 

and indivisible human right itself, but at the same time it is the instrument that unlocks a 

wide range of other rights. Education is an empowering right because it gives people the 

opportunity to be aware of their worth and develop their personality as a whole, while at the 

same time it them aware of their role in the society they live in, comprehensive of their 

rights and duties. 

 

This dissertation wants to enquire the importance of education as a double human right.  

Education is indeed an alienable, universal and indivisible human right itself, but at the 

same time, it is the instrument that unlocks a wide range of other rights. Education is an 

empowering right because it gives people the opportunity to be aware of their worth and 

develop their personality as a whole, while at the same time it makes them aware of their 

role in the society they live in. For this reason, it is crucial to implement and defend 

education as a right itself, but it is also impellent to aim education towards the creation of a 

more sustainable society. 

The first chapter will play a sort of introductory role; after a general explanation of the 

meaning of education both in the concept itself and as a human right, the benefits of 

education will be investigated. Indeed, this right will prove not only beneficial for the 

development of the individual itself, but also as an instrument to improve society itself. 

Indeed, this chapter will lay the foundations of the whole dissertation, by evidently 

displaying that education cannot be separated in any way from the other rights to which 

individuals are entitled. Thus, this will be the theme that will characterize the whole 

dissertation: the protection of education has such a relevant role because it implies the 

actualization of freedom for the individual, and at the same time the improvement of 

society itself. Indeed, it will be possible to notice that every chapter qualifies as a proving 

argument that supports the idea of the centrality of education towards the emancipation of 

the individual and the promotion of a better society. 
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After studying why education has a crucial role in the development of the individual and 

society, and therefore why it is necessary to protect it under the rule of law at a universal 

level, the dissertation proceeds with an analysis of the historical roots of the idea that states 

must promote and protect education, provided in the second chapter. The historical roots of 

the importance of education are to be found in the  period of the Enlightenment and the 

French Revolution. Considering the strong bond that connects education and all the other 

human rights, it is not surprising to notice that the historical moment that gave birth to the 

conceptualization of education as a human right was the French Revolution, specifically 

when all the French social classes decided to fight against the tyrannical monarchy. 

Therefore, the historical roots of the importance of the right to education as a human right 

prove its necessary connection with both the freedom of single individuals and the creation 

of a democratic society. 

The third chapter is the trait d’union between the historical roots of the conceptualization of 

the rights of citizens and the diffusion of the feeling and the belief of the necessity of the 

universality of human rights, achieved with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in 

1948. 

In order to effectuate this study, the pathway to undertake begins with the French and the 

American Revolution and continues with the accomplishment of the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights of 1948, the milestone of democracy and freedom after World War II. 

Nevertheless, while the Universal Declaration of Human Rights has to be undeniably 

considered as a success for the development of a righteous international community, it does 

not have to be considered as a goal itself, but as the start towards the creation of a better 

society. Indeed, this Declaration has become the landmark for the constitutions of nations 

all over the world to promote and protect freedom and human rights, but it is not sufficient 

itself. Indeed, even if it has a great moral value, it is not legally binding for the states, and it 

requires further implementation to improve their accountability of. To solve this impasse, a 

normative framework, in particular regarding the implementation of the right to education 

has been created at the international level. The final part of the third chapter will indeed 
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provide an analysis of this normative framework, aimed at the global protection of the right 

to education and at its substantial actualization. 

Nevertheless, the fourth chapter works as the completion of the third: hence, it logically 

follows that the right to education, after being formally stated (and accepted by States in 

their national constitutions and by ratifying international treaties), needs to be practically 

implemented at a national and international level. Indeed, after examining the legal 

obligations of the State for the protection of the right to education, this thesis will consider 

how this right is internationally implemented. For this matter, a study of UNESCO and its 

function will be carried out, considering the goals achieved and the ones that still need to be 

accomplished. After presenting UNESCO by analyzing its own Constitution, the chapter 

will enquire the practical role of UNESCO and its instruments to implement the right to 

education at an international level. It is interesting to focus on the fact that UNESCO is the 

designated international body for the defense and the promotion of the right to education all 

around the world. The reason for this must be found in the very own core of the vision of 

UNESCO. Hence, this organization wants to promote peace, respect and friendship among 

the countries and the people of the whole world, through the intellectual, international 

collaboration. In the vision of UNESCO, what keeps the world peace lays in the ideas in the 

minds of the people of the world; therefore, an education based on the human rights and on 

freedom and justice must necessarily be enhanced all around the world. Thus, chapter four 

proves to be another argument that supports the idea that education is fundamental both for 

the freedom of individuals and for the promotion of virtuous societies. 

The last part of the thesis, developed in chapter five and in the conclusion, will finally 

present the current projects that concern the connection between sustainable development 

and education. It will then end by considering the problems of the present and the prospects 

for the future of the international community, with particular attention to the 2030 Agenda 

and the Sustainable Development Goals Report 2019, drafted by the United Nations. This 

final part will qualify as the most crucial one, because the awareness achieved in the current 

historical moment has taken the necessity of education to a further step. Indeed, the projects 

that are currently in action have shown the inevitable connection between sustainable 
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development and education. Hence, the data provided by the 2019 Report show that where 

human rights and quality life conditions are neglected the most, education has to face the 

biggest hardships. At the same time, there is evidence that education can be the instrument 

for people living in disadvantaged conditions to lift themselves up, escape poverty and 

achieve upward mobility. For this reasons, if it is evident that education is the designated 

tool for people to emancipate themselves from difficult life situations, education must also 

be specifically directed towards the creation of a more equal and sustainable society. 

Indeed, if what lays at the core of the mission of UNESCO is true, it is to say, the fact that 

peace begins in the minds of people, at the same time, in order to promote a substantial 

change in the minds of men, education must be aimed at the accomplishment of a 

sustainable development in accordance with the human rights. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Definition of education and importance of the right to education 

 

1. What is education? 

The first definition of education that this dissertation will take under consideration is the 

one displayed in the Encyclopédie by Diderot. The reason of this choice lays in the fact that 

this thesis claims that the awakening of society regarding the importance of education and 

its relevance as a right, specifically in Europe, are to be found in the Enlightenment. 

“Instruction: il se dit de tout ce qui est capable de nous éclaircir sur quelqu'objet que ce sait. 

On nous instruit par les discours, par les écrits, par les raisons, par les faits, et par les 

exemples.(…)». 1 This literally means that education is everything that can be used to 

clarify some matter. We are educated by the speeches, papers, theories, facts and 

examples.”. 

To consider more contemporary definitions, according to Cambridge Dictionary, education 

is “the process of teaching or learning in a school, or the knowledge that you  get from 

this”2. Nevertheless, by looking this word up in Oxford Dictionary, we can infer that 

education is “a process of teaching, training and learning, especially in schools or colleges, 

to improve knowledge and develop skills”.3 Furthermore, according to the Italian 

Enciclopedia Treccani, education is: “termine sotto il quale si è soliti comprendere tre 

significati distinti: una serie di attività volte a far apprendere un insieme coordinato di 
 

1 Encyclopédie De Diderot, “Instruction”,  website : 

http://encyclopédie.eu/index.php/logique/929124137-grammaire/1134441221-

INSTRUCTION (Last visited, September 15, 2019). 
2 Cambridge Dictionary Online, “ Education”, website: 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/education. (Last visited: September 15, 

2019). 
3 Oxford Dictionary Online,  “Education”, website: 

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/education?q=education. 

(Last visited: September 15, 2019). 

http://encyclopédie.eu/index.php/logique/929124137-grammaire/1134441221-INSTRUCTION
http://encyclopédie.eu/index.php/logique/929124137-grammaire/1134441221-INSTRUCTION
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/education
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/education?q=education
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conoscenze; il risultato riscontrabile nel soggetto dell’insegnamento a lui impartito; 

l’insegnamento istituzionalizzato entro strutture scolastiche ed extrascolastiche”.4 In 

English: term generally used to refer to three different meanings: a series of activities 

aiming at learning a whole coordinated set of knowledge; the result of the teaching, 

observable in the student; the institutional school system, inside schooling or outside 

schooling institutions. Certainly, a preliminary consideration can be done: the Italian 

definition gives us a wider spectrum of the concept of education, and this definition will 

definitely be validated by the following chapters presented in this thesis. Thus, to deeply 

understand the message of this dissertation, it is necessary to keep in mind that education 

involves the process of teaching and learning, but it is not limited to that, because that 

above-mentioned learning process can qualify as the mere beginning of education itself. 

Indeed, it gives access to skills, knowledge and experiences that will prove necessary to 

take part in a civil and peaceful society. Hence, education can be defined as the lifelong 

process during which every human being develops his or her personality as a whole, in 

terms of values, morals, understanding of the world and society. At the same time, while 

giving to every individual the skills to understand society and interact with it, education 

prepares every person for the job market, by providing the abilities, instruments and 

knowledge necessary to be competitive for the economy. Therefore, education is a process 

that lasts for the whole lifetime of an individual, because it takes place both in schools and 

in the everyday life, and it is fundamental in order to allow individuals to  choose and fulfill 

their place in a democratic and peaceful society. For what concerns the expression “being 

aware of their place in society”, this statement means that every individual, if educated 

towards the respect of human rights, the rule of law and following the guidance of justice 

and freedom, possesses at least the minimum knowledge to know how human beings must 

be respected in a righteous society.5 

 
4 Enciclopedia Treccani Online, “Istruzione”, website: 

http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/istruzione/. (Last visited: September 15, 2019). 
5 Archer, D., Giannini, S., Right To Education Handbook, UNESCO and Right to            

Education Initiative, 2019, pp 23-24. 

http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/istruzione/
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Thus, it appears clear that education is not just the process of teaching and learning mere 

empty notions, but it is a crucial part of the development of human beings, and therefore, it 

must be protected as a human right. Indeed, if considered from this particular perspective, 

education qualifies as the prerequisite to unlock and enjoy a whole set of further human 

rights. However, before taking into consideration education as a human right, the 

explanation of the meaning of education itself requires further attention. 

Fully enjoying education, as already assumed from the definitions presented at the 

beginning of the chapter, involves learning skills, values, knowledge and experience, and 

for the very core of its extremely wide composition, it is not merely relegated to the 

schooling environment. Hence, according to the International Standard Classification of 

Education 2011 (ICSED), an instrument of UNESCO to carry out education statistics both 

on a national and international level, education can be categorized in three different levels: 

formal education, non formal education and informal learning.6 

Formal education is institutionalized, which means that it takes place in schooling 

institutions that follow programs, formally planned and recognized by the law of the 

national competent authorities. Formal education is generally full time and it is organized 

with the purpose of providing students a continuous educational path. Special needs and 

adult education are often part of this schooling system (it is designed for all categories of 

age), and the achievements are almost always certified and thus officially recognized. 7 

The second categorization is non-formal education. This education is additional, alternative 

or complementary to the formal education, but it is formally organized too. Generally, its 

aim is to offer access to education to everyone and it does not necessarily follow a lifelong 

pathway; it is more likely to offer short – term courses. Although non-formal education 

completion can be officially recognized, it does not generally give access to higher 

 
6 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, International Standard 

Classification of Education (2011), UNESCO Institute for Statistics, Canada, 2012, pp 4-

12. 
7 Ibidem, p 11. 
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education. 8 This type of schooling might for example include courses for people that could 

not finish their primary education and want to complete it in their adult age. 

Last, ICSED includes incidental or random learning, which refers to different forms of 

learning that are not necessarily thought to convey notions or knowledge but happen in the 

everyday life. This might include the process of learning that takes place in every realm of 

society, for example, the skills that a person might assimilate in the working sphere. 9 

 

2. Aims and objectives of education 

After establishing that education is a very wide concept including different levels of 

organization, the chapter will proceed with the analysis of the goals, aims and objectives of 

education itself. 

The aims of education can be found stated in Article 13 (1) of the International Covenant 

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, as explained in the General Comment No. 13 of 

the Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 

4. “Education shall be directed to the human personality’s ‘sense of dignity’, it shall ‘enable 

all persons to participate effectively in a free society’, and it shall promote understanding 

among all ‘ethnic’ groups, as well as nations and racial and religious groups. Of those 

educational objectives which are common to article 26 (2) of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights and article 13 (1) of the Covenant, perhaps the most fundamental is that 

“education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality. ” 10 

 
8 Ibidem, pp 11-12.  
9 Ibidem, p 12. 
 
10 Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 

General Comment No. 13 (twenty-first session, 15 November – 3 December 1999), United 

Nation Economic and Social Council, website: https://www.right-to-

education.org/resource/cescr-general-comment-13-right-education-article-13 (Last visited: 

September 13, 2019), p 2. 

https://www.right-to-education.org/resource/cescr-general-comment-13-right-education-article-13
https://www.right-to-education.org/resource/cescr-general-comment-13-right-education-article-13
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The aims of education are also remarked in the General Comment No.1, Article 29 (1), 

Convention On The Rights of The Child: this claims that education shall be directed to the 

development of the personality of the child, which implies mental and physical abilities 

simultaneously. The protection and promotion of the human rights is among the 

indispensable goals of education, which must respect of the Charter of the United Nations. 

Cultural origins, identity and values (especially when a person is living in a different 

country than his or her birth one), must necessarily be implemented because respect is 

crucial to guarantee the respect of human rights. Consequently, the child must be prepared 

(through the help of education) for a responsible life in a free society. This is only possible 

if the child is educated following the principles of respect for people, cultures and the 

human rights, justice, freedom, democracy and friendship with other cultures and nations.11 

This comment and Article 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child outlines the 

primary goal of education: the realization of the innate human dignity of every child and his 

or her inalienable, equal rights. To develop the full potential of every child, his or her 

different needs and capacities both in everyday life and in the schooling environment must 

be taken into consideration and enhanced, while at the same time, a deep understanding and 

promotion of the human rights must be carried out. This is indispensable to make the child 

ready to interact with other individuals in the society.12 Once again, international law 

documents give us the confirmation that education is a milestone for the development of all 

the dimensions of the human personality; in order to accomplish this, the educational 

process must be carried out both in the private and in the public sphere, and both aiming at 

the acquisition of knowledge and skills and towards the respect of people and the human 

rights. 

The comment goes on by specifying the meaning of Article 29 of the Convention on The 

Rights of The Child by once again addressing the aim of education, considered as the 

 
11Annex IX, General Comment No.1 (2001), Art 29 (1), Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, United Nations, 2001, website:  

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CR

C%2fGC%2f2001%2f1&Lang=en (Last visited: September 15, 2019), p 1. 
12 Ibidem, p 2. 

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2fGC%2f2001%2f1&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2fGC%2f2001%2f1&Lang=en
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designated tool to give the child the opportunity to fully benefit from the human rights and 

in the meanwhile to develop the skills required to be part of a society that respects and 

implements them. The ultimate goal of education is therefore the development of all the 

skills that a child can achieve while promoting a healthy environment of dignity, self-

esteem and self-confidence. It is evident that the international community has recognized 

that education is a wide concept that also includes all the experiences that allow every 

individual ( the child in the context of the Convention on The Rights of The Child) to fully 

develop his personality within a healthy society.13 

In the contemporary perspective more than ever, education cannot be considered as the 

schooling system itself; it is a universal human right (and not a privilege), and it has a 

crucial role among the other human rights, because benefitting from it is not its ultimate 

goal. Hence, enjoying education allows the individual to benefit from all the other human 

rights and gives him or her the opportunity to lift him or herself out of poverty, enhancing 

his or her possibility to success in upward mobility. 14 Indeed, education has a great 

importance in the defense of exploited women and children, in the promotion and 

protection of human rights, in the safeguard of the environment and in the control over the 

growth of population, because the spread of knowledge can enormously help, for example, 

subjugated people, unaware of their rights. In addition, besides being a great investment for 

the State (educated citizens will surely contribute to the improvement of the community 

they live in and promote social progress in the society of the future), an educated mind is 

able to wander, think and produce complex ideas, all of which are defined, in the General 

Comment No 13, some wonderful joys of life.15 

 
13 Ibidem. 
14 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Right to Education at a 

glance, Education Sector Technical Notes, 2013, website: 

file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/fonti%20tesi/UNESCO%20E%20RIGHT%20TO%20EDU/u

nesco%20rte%20at%20a%20glance.pdf (Last visited: September 28, 2019). 
15 Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 

General Comment No. 13, p 1. 

file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/fonti%20tesi/UNESCO%20E%20RIGHT%20TO%20EDU/unesco%20rte%20at%20a%20glance.pdf
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/fonti%20tesi/UNESCO%20E%20RIGHT%20TO%20EDU/unesco%20rte%20at%20a%20glance.pdf
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Education, therefore, is an empowering right whose fulfillment is absolutely required for 

every individual in the whole world to live a dignified and decent life; for this reason, we 

can logically infer that the basis of this right are built on the concept of dignity, which 

qualifies as the founding value and as the goal itself of the process.16 To understand this, it 

is sufficient to consider how life without education would be. A person deprived of basic 

knowledge of his or her own rights, as in for legal, political, economical, moral or human 

rights, will never be able to properly distinguish if the society he or she lives in is 

corrupted. Undoubtedly, a person who is victim of tyranny and oppression is able to tell 

that the social conditions he or she lives in are negative and abusive; but certainly, without 

the basic legal, moral, social and humanitarian knowledge, that person will not have the 

instruments to emancipate him or herself from that oppressive social context. Hence, 

education is strictly necessary for action; without education, there might be awareness of 

the abuse, but the instruments to take action will be lacked. 

According to Jean Piaget, education does not have to be considered only as a way to teach 

and learn, but as the necessary condition for the realization of the natural development of 

the individual; this consideration is definitely coherent with the position of the international 

community expressed in the Convention on The Rights of The Child. Without the 

contribution of education, according to Piaget’s statement, the individual could not develop 

his or her intrinsic and fundamental mental structures. At the same time, states Piaget, 

education must be accompanied by a proper social or educational environment, in order to 

allow a healthy development of the child.17 

This argument is definitely in favor of the necessity of education as both a goal and a 

prerequisite: it is recognized as decisive to promote education, to guarantee the whole 

development of individuals, but it is also mandatory to create a healthy social and 

educational environment, where this development can happen. Thus, ensuring the right to 

 
16 Archer, D., Giannini, S., Right To Education Handbook, UNESCO and Right to            

Education Initiative, 2019, p 31. 
17 Piaget, J., Diritto all’educazione nel mondo attuale, Edizioni di Comunità di Milano, 

Pubblicazione sotto gli auspici dell’Unesco, 1951, p 17. 
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education to every child in the world definitely means much more than teaching how to 

read or write. It means giving every child the possibility to develop his or her whole 

personality, talents and natural gifts, while at the same time giving him or her the virtual 

instruments to exercise his or her skills in the social environment he or she lives in. 

Meanwhile, since education also consists in conveying moral values, the child will be able 

to both be entitled of his or her rights and respect his or her duties, fulfilling his or her role 

in society and contributing to the production of a virtuous community. Therefore, following 

Piaget’s reasoning, if school does not merely consist in empty notions, affirming the right 

to education necessarily implies the urge to apply the psychological and sociological 

knowledge achieved by society so far in the schooling system. This is crucial in order to 

guarantee the appropriate development environment, healthy, safe and respectful, and to 

achieve the full maturation of the individual. In conclusion, for Piaget, the right to 

education is the right of the individual to develop his or her personality as it would 

naturally happen, and it is the duty of society to ensure the fulfillment of the possibilities of 

every individual through the promotion of a safe social environment.18 

Considering that education is a right not only related to itself but indispensable for the 

realization of a healthy and righteous society, (because it conveys the moral values 

imperative for the existence of such an environment), the protection of education is 

equivalent to the protection of the development of the individual and, at the same time, of 

society itself. 

 

3. Education as a multiplying, empowering right: benefits for the individual and for the 

community 

As already mentioned in this chapter, education can be defined as a multiplier right, 

because an educated person is conscious of his or her rights and is therefore able to enjoy 

his or her whole set of human, social, legal, economic and political rights. Moreover, 

following the previous explanation, an educated person has the intellectual instruments to 

 
18 Ibidem, pp 18-19. 
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be aware of what he or she is entitled to (as in for rights and duties) and has the virtual 

power to prevent oppression and abuse from the power. 

To find a further authoritative validation to the argument suggesting the relevance of 

education for the existence of the individual in society and democracy, in the book 

UNESCO and its program, The Right to Education, it is possible to find a fitting abstract of  

the speech given by Mr Torres Bodet to the National Commission for UNESCO in 

Washington, in 1951. Mr Torres Bodet claimed that peace, democracy and social progress 

were indivisible, and this qualifies as an argument for what was stated earlier: social 

progress and therefore the improvement of society (one of the goals of education) is only 

achievable through the joined effort of peace and democracy. The speech of Bodet wanted 

to denounce that at that time, half of the human race was illiterate, and that was the primary 

obstacle to the actualization of a democratic society. Torres Bode claimed this founding his 

argument on the fact that the illiterate part of the population, being unable to read books or 

understand the laws, basically lacked the possibility to really understand social dynamics 

(and eventual abuses).19 This undoubtedly meant, and still means, that an ignorant person 

will necessary lack the competencies to live a free and dignified life, because he or she will 

be at the mercy of the events. 

For sure, education is not sufficient to eradicate poverty from an underdeveloped country or 

to lift people up from disadvantaged situations, both in developed or poor countries, 

because in those cases the dimension of the problems are also socio-economical, and not 

only educational. It is however scientifically proved that an educated community will try to 

aspire to better life conditions for all its citizens, while for example, a community that is 

stuck with outdated and traditional (in this case, with the meaning of “non-scientific”) 

beliefs will not be able to productively participate in a globalized world and to promote a 

healthy and righteous social environment.20 

 
19 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, UNESCO and its 

program, The Right to Education, L’Union Typographique (Paris), Paris, 1952, p 4. 
20 Ibidem. 
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Ignorance is for this reason responsible for an “imperfect understanding of the aspirations 

and needs of a community”; this analysis of UNESCO basically legitimizes the claim stated 

in the previous chapters, referring to the fact that an educated person in the community is 

able to understand its rights and duties, and also what  community can or should do for the 

people. Moreover, the isolation of a community from the others surely prevents the 

common effort towards social progress; therefore, the world will partially benefit from 

education if this is not equally widespread all over the world.21 

Although the necessity of a system of education available for everyone has been legally 

stated by the United Nations and the majority of the nations in the world, affirming that 

education is not only the process of teaching notions, but also the development of the 

individual and his or her whole personality, means that access to elementary school is not 

enough to reach the goal. It is necessary, for sure, but human rights, moral values and 

democracy must be implemented, both in the school environment and in the social and 

cultural context.22 

As already said: education is a great investment for the State because, after bringing  

benefits for the individual, it benefits the community and the State itself. For what concerns 

the benefits and advantages for the individual, they have been widely mentioned in the 

previous chapter, and they are related, first of all, to the guarantee of human dignity to 

everyone, and to the possibility to develop every individual’s personality, talent and 

abilities as a whole. The development of skills, knowledge and abilities will consequently 

lead to the development of the personality and identity of the person. Hence, at the same 

time, while the person increases his or her self-esteem, confidence and self-awareness, the 

humanitarian foundations of the right to education, it is to say the total compliance of 

education with human rights, will give the person the sensitivity and knowledge to adhere 

and promote to human rights. In other words, while the person healthy develops his or her 

abilities and enjoys his or her full personal growth, thanks to the human rights approach of 

education, he or she will automatically learn how to be within a society. A healthy 

 
21 Ibidem, p 5. 
22 Ibidem, p 6. 
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schooling system, indeed, promotes socialization, respect and meaningful interactions with 

others within a society or a community. People, thanks to a righteous education, become 

aware of themselves and at the same time respectful of others in the light of the human 

rights; thanks to this, every individual is directly responsible for the shaping of a better 

community, based on respect, freedom and human rights. Moreover, if thanks to education 

the individual can achieve his or her ultimate self-development, he or she will definitely be 

a happy individual, satisfied and fulfilled in his or her needs. If society is composed by 

happy individuals, committed to freedom and respect, it will surely be ruled according to 

positive values directed towards the construction of a happier society, where everyone is 

respected, supported and enhanced.23 In the very core of the explanation of the advantages 

that education can bring to the individual, the impossibility to separate individual and 

society when it comes to the outcomes produced by the implementation of education looks 

evident. For what concerns the advantages and benefits that education can bring to society, 

it is possible to claim that they derive from the “production” of educated individuals, in the 

sense of what the previous lines imply. Thus, education can promote the transmission of 

values and culture from the previous generations to the following ones, allowing social 

progress to happen, by building new knowledge on the traditional basis. If education is 

based on human rights, liberties and freedom, a whole generation, raised and educated 

following these values, will produce a righteous society, peaceful and democratic, in 

amicable terms with other societies and orientated towards a sustainable growth and 

economy. Social justice, sustainable development, climate change and inclusive reforms 

will be implemented because the ruling class and the people supporting it will have these 

values as the very core of their social and cultural education. In conclusion, the benefits that 

education can bring to the individual and the ones for society overlap in the result of a 

happier society, based  on freedom, human rights and the respect of human dignity. 24 

 

 

 
23 Archer, D., Giannini, S., Right To Education Handbook, p 30. 
24 Ibidem. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Historical Development and theoretical foundations of education as a human right 

 

1. Birth of the theory of Education as a human right: the  Enlightenment and the French 

Revolution 

This chapter begins with the analysis of the development of the concept of the education as 

human right, showing that during the 18th Century, thinkers started to claim the huge 

responsibility of education in the shaping of society and future generations. This abstract 

will enquire the debate among the Illuminists for the establishment and the promotion of 

the Right to Education and its culmination in the Constitution of Year I (1793). It is 

remarkable how the right to education emerged in the period of the French Revolution, so 

exactly when the spread of the values of freedom, equality and liberties finally exploded 

both in Europe and in the American continent. This historical circumstance supports the 

claim explicated in chapter one: the support of education and the development of a free and 

progressive society are indissolubly related. Thus, this thesis claims are definitely made 

true by the historical fact that it is during the French and American Revolutions, aimed at 

the abolition of privileges and at the substantial realization of equality and freedom for 

everyone, that the necessity of a good public education started to be felt and perceived. 

This chapter will present, through historical French documents and contemporary essays 

and studies, how the Enlightenment debate was carried on by the philosophers and how 

their theories were in the end, considered (but mainly not implemented) by the 

Revolutionary French government. For the aim of this chapter, what really needs to be 

analyzed are not the outcomes of the illuminist debate, but the debate itself, because it can 

be an useful source to find the theoretical foundations on which the contemporary 

international community lays its foundations when it comes to both universal human rights 

and the specific right to education. 

As already anticipated, it is during the Enlightenment that educational problems began to be 

enquired, and the “Philosophes” laid the theoretical foundations for the reforms 
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successively actualized during the 19th Century. Roland Mortier’s analysis in the essay 

“The Philosophes and Public Education” and Albert Duruy’s one in his book 

“L’instruction publique en 1789” explain how during the French Revolution, the 

dismantlement of the old aristocratic and monarchic system and the spreading of new ideas 

lead to good and negative outcomes in the social and political conditions of the population. 

Surely, the French Revolution motto of “liberté, égalité, fraternité”, (written in the French 

Constitution of 1958) is intrinsically related to the concept of the necessity to spread 

equality for the whole population. The power of the French Revolution is definitely located 

in the fact that a whole nation realized that its social condition was not sustainable anymore 

and that there were some rights that belonged to everyone; it is therefore a crucial event for 

the development of democracy in modern societies. Nevertheless, the French Revolution 

was prepared by the peculiar intellectual movement of the Enlightenment, (and as we will 

see later, it received the influence of the American Revolution of 1776). This is the key 

point of this chapter: the core goal of the Enlightenment (seen in the social, political and 

educational context and applied to the French Revolution) was indeed the spread of the new 

egalitarian ideas, not dedicated to some privileged social classes, but available for the 

whole population. And the only way to spread the new ideas on both society, rights and 

freedom was through education.25 

Whereas during the debate on education during the French Revolution some scholars did 

not lose their elitist conceptions (such as D’Alembert), the concern about rights (those same 

rights that will become human rights in the  XIX Century) gained capital importance, and 

the battle carried out by the Illuminists and the whole French population was won, with the 

redaction of the Declaration of The Rights of Man and The Citizen, passed by the National 

Assembly in 1789. This declaration states that all men are equal by nature and before the 

law as first article.  

 
25 Condorcet, N., Cinq mémoires sur l’instruction publique, Didot, Paris 1847. 
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“Les hommes naissent et demeurent libres et égaux en droits. Les distinctions sociales ne 

peuvent être fondées que sur l'utilité commune”.26 (Men are born free and alike and entitled 

of the same rights. The only social distinction that can exist can only be founded on the 

common utility). 

In this Siècle des Lumières, (the Enlightenment), among the philosophical and political 

discussions regarding equality, liberties and fairness of social opportunities for the whole 

population, we can see the rise of the debate on public education. If the Illuminists were 

trying to improve the social and economical conditions of the whole population by 

eliminating privileges and inequalities, they soon realized that this could never happen 

without the spreading of Education. If by then education was confined to the upper social 

classes (especially the clergy and the aristocracy), the goal of the Illuminists was exactly to 

spread all the knowledge they had been able to achieve to the whole population, in order to 

give the people an instrument to emancipate from tyranny. 

To sustain this claim, this chapter finds legitimacy in Mortier’s point of view. According to 

the scholar, in such an historical period, education proved to be crucial and  required for the 

life of citizens, not only for the development of the virtues and the talents of the individual, 

but also for the development of a freer society, without ignorance and superstition. At the 

same time though, the reader must not fall into the misconception that before the 

Enlightenment, education was considered irrelevant. Indeed, those who could afford to be 

educated (mainly the clergy and the aristocracy) gave greater importance to education and 

culture of their children, for example. The main difference with the changing that took 

place in the period of the Enlightenment resides in the fact that it tried to give education a 

preeminent role in the building of the future societies. In other words, education was 

important even before the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, but it had limited 

social goals, in terms of emancipation, freedom, upward social and economical mobility.27 

 
26 Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen de 1789, website: 

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/Droit-francais/Constitution/Declaration-des-Droits-de-l-

Homme-et-du-Citoyen-de-1789  (Last visited : September 16, 2019). 
27 Mortier, R., “The Philosophes and Public Education”, Yale French Studies, No.40,  

Literature And Society: Eighteen Century, (1968), pp.62-76, Yale University Press, p 62. 

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/Droit-francais/Constitution/Declaration-des-Droits-de-l-Homme-et-du-Citoyen-de-1789
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/Droit-francais/Constitution/Declaration-des-Droits-de-l-Homme-et-du-Citoyen-de-1789
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On the contrary, the Enlightenment marks a turning point in the consideration of education 

as a tool that must be available for the entirety of the citizens in order to emancipate 

themselves and thereafter shape society, in conformity with good and virtuous moral and 

intellectual values, universally accepted. This statement gives historical legitimacy and 

validity to the claim that it is during the Enlightenment that a turning point towards 

democracy takes place, and that the main tool to put this change of ideology into practice in 

society is through the means of education. This is necessary because only through the 

spreading of the values of justice, freedom and equality, people can understand what a 

righteous society owes them, in terms of rights and duties both for the citizens and for 

society. But only an educated people can have the intellectual instruments to all have 

knowledge of this in the first place, and second, to understand and improve the dynamics of 

society itself. This definitely finds a connection with what has been stated in the previous 

chapter concerning the central role of education in the development of a free society. The 

illuminist debate on the right to education will be presented through the works of some of 

the most eminent and important personalities of the 18th Century, such as D’Alembert, 

Mirabeau, Talleyrand and Condorcet, discussed by Duruy and Mortier. All these scholars 

tried to contribute, with their publications and reports, to the development of a new 

educational system in France after the French Revolution, although the reforms adopted by 

the Convention with the Constitution of 1793 did not put these projects into practice. 

During the French Revolution, as already anticipated by Duruy and Mortier, the primary 

goal was the abolition of the royauté (monarchy) and  of the Ancien régime (the French 

Monarchy before the French Revolution), in order to establish a society in which citizens 

could be equal and free, and privileges could be abolished. In this enthusiasm towards the 

possibility for every human to achieve substantial freedom and express himself in a 

virtuous environment, education had (and still has nowadays) a relevant role. The 

intellectual context of the late XVIII Century was filled with the passionate ideas of the 

Philosophes, (the Illuminists), the revolutionary revolts happening both in the European 

and the American continent, and new theories were continuously being elaborated. If the 

Ancien Régime was dead and the royauté permanently eliminated  in favor of democracy, 
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freedom and emancipation, it appears evident that a new pedagogical system was impellent, 

because society had engaged a substantial turn. The new enlightened society could not be 

stuck in the era of prejudice and ignorance, but it required a new cultural structure to be 

legitimated and to proceed the works towards a better community. First, because everything 

belonging to the old system had to be eliminated and replaced with something striking, new 

and definitely better, as it often happens when a revolution takes place. 28Second, because 

the huge flow of new ideas required a matching educational system able to be on the same 

page with the progress of philosophy, science and art and at the same time able to convey 

the new moral and legal foundations of the revolutionary France. And hence, there is 

evidence of several sources (oddly coming from the clergy and the aristocracy), publicly 

declaring, during the revolutionary assemblies, the necessity of a new school system, 

designed and organized by the Lumières and based on the revolutionary ideas. The fact that 

the social classes that used to detain thee monopoly of education were now declaring the 

need of the spreading of a public schooling system, gives the dimension of the entity of this 

epochal change. This new school system, adherent to the French Revolution and therefore 

sustained by the entirety of the French society, would have been general, open to everyone 

and most importantly, public and free. For example, in Duruy’s document, the writings of 

the Clergy of Bar-Sur-Seine are mentioned. For the time, it was definitely a huge change 

hearing a representative of the clergy state that education was the matter that deserved the 

most serious attention from the national assembly. 29 

The author proceeds by presenting other arguments, which claim that the Clergy of Rodez 

and Saumur demanded the creation of a national education plan for the youth. Furthermore, 

the most remarkable clerical source quoted by Duruy is  probably the Clergy of Lyon, who 

asked that public education was actually considered in the policies of the government, in 

order  to put into action serious reforms and policies of implementation. According to him, 

teachers had a crucial role and therefore they had to be substituted or terminated in case 

their conduct was not appropriate to the school environment and purposes. Among these 

 
28 Duruy, A., L’instruction publique en 1789, Revue des Deux Mondes, Paris, 1881, p 4. 
29 Ibidem, p 5. 
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causes of termination, the Clergy mentioned the inability of teachers to successfully fill 

their role of educators, alongside with inappropriate behavior and negligence. Although the 

theorization of the Clergy was absolutely modern and aiming at a great and substantial 

improvement of the public schooling system, the revolutionary spirit permeated, as 

happened to many other great thinkers of the Revolutionary France, the direction aimed for 

the reforms. Indeed, he expected the General Estates to produce universal programs (clearly 

based on the revolutionary doctrine) to apply in all the schools of France. 30 We will see in 

the final chapters that standardizing the programs of education is not the best solution 

applicable, because every specific area, society or community might have its very own 

needs and issues, which cannot be fulfilled through standardized projects. 

Not only we can see the clergy pushing for a new reformed public education, but the author 

offers proof that the aristocracy was even more determined. One may be surprised by this 

fact, considering that, as previously mentioned, before the French Revolution, education 

was mostly controlled by the clergy and the aristocracy, who were both the only providers 

and the only receivers of education. By considering this, the very core of the French 

Revolution is disclosed. Hence, regardless the social class or the patrimony, everyone is 

recognized as the owner of the same rights, and the National Assembly must guarantee 

them by law. 

To sustain his theory and offer following proof of the huge changing that was going on in 

the French society towards the relevance of education, after quoting the documents 

redacted by the clergy, Duruy proceeds by offering long parts of the “cahiers de la 

noblesse”, reports that the aristocracy presented to the General Assembly. From these 

cahiers, we can infer that public schools were not widespread around France, so the lack of 

education was also related to practical reasons.31 The only ones available, according to 

these cahiers, were old and outdated; some small towns in the countryside did not have any 

schools at all. So first of all, educational institutions needed to be accessible to the majority 

of the population (we will see that the concept of accessibility is still at the core of the 
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substantial achievement of the right to education). Second, school programs necessarily 

needed to be updated to The Lumières principles, the Enlightenment ideas.  

Considering that before the French Revolution education was mostly carried out in private 

contexts and it was destined only to a very small part of the population, establishing the 

existence of the necessity of the spreading of a public education, accessible to all citizens 

and based on common contents and guidelines (the Illuminist principles), was a significant 

change. The will to achieve the substantial accessibility of education for all citizens, 

belonging to every social class, especially the poorest ones or the ones living in the 

countryside, where schools and institutions were absent, was a crucial step towards the 

actualization of the universality of the right to education. Especially, if we consider the 

social context of privileges and inequalities right before the French Revolution. The cahier 

suggested then that a special commission for public education should be voted by all 

deputies and created in order to proceed with the creation of a serious common plan for the 

reformation of education.  

Others cahiers quoted by Duruy recommended the implementation of a primary education 

based on national values, with common programs and added Constitutional studies (to 

enhance the spirit and values of the revolution). Other sources pointed out that a national 

elementary education was important so that all citizens, from all different social classes, 

could be aware of their rights and beneficiate of the French Revolution and the new 

reformed society. Once again, we have testimony that the core of the proposal for public 

education lays, first and foremost, in the importance of human rights, valid for everyone, 

without any sort of distinction and the consequent elimination of privileges. But the only 

way to be aware of these rights is through their knowledge; and how is this knowledge 

available for a poor person living in the countryside, if schools are destined to rich people 

only and are not physically existent in the rural areas? Clearly, the old school system was 

encouraging and causing disadvantages and inequalities. Thus, the principles of the 

Revolution had to be conveyed, and what better way to do so than through a radical 

reformation of public education, in order to involve the whole population? 
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Of course, this proposals, suggested by the two most important and influent social classes, 

taking into account the solid adhesion of the Third Estate and the previous elimination of 

the royalty, had a huge importance and pressure on the Constituent Assembly and on the 

Convention. Being the resistance to these proposals totally absent, and considering that all 

the French social classes agreed on what to do, the Revolution began in the realm of 

education, too. While the debate on the new education system burst, the destructions started 

to take place too. Like all revolutions of all times, the French Revolution brought new ideas 

and positive reforms, but also delusions and failures. According to the revolutionary 

system, the past needed to be erased to lead the way to the ideas of the Revolution, in order 

to build the new country. Sadly, the revolutionary wave decided to erase everything 

belonging to the past, even though some achievements would have deserved to be adapted 

to the new principles, rather than eliminated. Duruy narrates that the revolutionary 

government decided to erase all the traditional schooling institutions considering the fact 

that they were the result of private powers. But these institutions were the outcomes of an 

historical and cultural tradition and effort that did not deserved to be deleted. The result, 

according to the writer, was nothing but an improvisation of schools, methods and teachers, 

because the biggest concern of the revolution was the rejection of all what came earlier.32 

Maybe the results of the educational reform would have been better, if the changes had 

been built on the pre-existing cultural tradition towards a blended and continuous progress 

rather than on a generalized destruction. 

But for what concerns this chapter, the outcomes of the revolution of education in the 

Revolutionary France are less important than the intellectual debate, because this abstract is 

enquiring the intellectual roots of education as a legally recognized right and not the results 

of this in practice. For this reason, some of the most important thinkers of the time and their 

schooling projects will be displayed in the following pages, in order to understand why and 

how public education became such an important human right. Not all the Lumières agreed 

on how to develop a pedagogical and educational plan; but the majority of them considered 

education as an immediate and crucial necessity to implement on a national level. The 
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analysis will start by referring to D’Alembert and to the Encyclopédie; then Mirabeau, 

Talleyrand, Condorcet and Helvétius will be investigated. Finally, to maintain a logic order 

in the discourse, we will briefly observe how the revolutionary institutions actually worked 

for the implementation of a new public system of education, considering, but mainly 

ignoring the proposals of the philosophers quoted above. 

 

2. Jean Baptiste Le Rond D’Alembert, Denis Diderot: the necessity to prevent the 

government intervention in the schooling programs 

The debate on education began a while before the French Revolution. Indeed, as explained 

by Roland Mortier in his essay, D’Alembert elaborated a theory in the Encyclopédie that is 

so exhausting that The Philosophes had very little to add. 33 D’Alembert was the first, 

according to the point of view of Mortier, to criticize in 1753 the  monopoly of the clergy 

and the aristocracy of education, in the article “Collège” (vol III, signed O). D’Alembert 

did not criticize the ones who teach, but the system itself, claiming that most of the 

teachers, even if they disagree with the system, follow the customs and the habits imposed 

by the ruling power. This criticism of educational methods primarily concerned the 

instructional schemes, considered sterile and useless. Although the imposition by the 

government of these already quoted obsolete programs and routines, D’Alembert reported 

that there were several institution deploring and resisting this pressure, even if this is not 

openly declared. In other words, according to the philosopher, even if the government 

enhanced the spreading of limited or manipulated programs and knowledge, some 

professors were secretly working for the spreading of free education. D’Alembert had 

therefore identified the problem of education: its dependence from the ruling power. If the 

government is virtuous and orientated towards justice, freedom and liberties, it is possible 

that it will let education be independent and free. But if the government is corrupted and 

tyrannical, it will probably use education as a means to control the minds and knowledge of 

its people. It comes logically as a consequence that education need to be free and 

 
33 Mortier, R., “The Philosophes and Public Education”, p 64. 
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independent from the intervention of the ruling power; in the programs, in the teaching 

schemes and in its organization itself.34 This necessity to separate the political interference 

from the conveyance of knowledge is crucial for the creation of a free society, because if it 

is true that schools will shape the future generations, they cannot be an instrument of 

political propaganda. Nevertheless, it is intellectually correct to remember that although the 

Enlightenment encouraged this separation, the revolutionary government in France was 

determined to base the new public schooling programs on the revolutionary propaganda. 

In conclusion, the innovation in the considerations of D’Alembert is the open denounce of 

the backwardness of the educational system in France and the suggestion of practical 

reforms to separate education from the ruling power, in order to provide an independent 

system of schooling. Nevertheless, the thinker kept an aristocratic point of view, claiming 

that private education was to be preferred over the public one, for example because the 

standardization of programs would have harmed the most talented students, forced to 

follow programs that were not suitable for their smarter minds. This belief, shared and 

endorsed by Diderot too, laid on the conception that the Collèges, it is to say public school 

institutions, according to these specific philosophes, were much more likely to be affected 

by disadvantages. Following D’Alembert explanation, there are two different disadvantages 

affecting the public education system. The first disadvantage is pedagogical: the teacher has 

to “regulate his progression according to the majority of his pupils, that is to say, 

according to mediocre minds”.35 This explains the statement claimed above: if the talents 

are, according to D’Alembert, a small number of the population, masters will have to adapt 

their programs to the “general mediocrity”. Secondly, the disadvantages are social and 

moral, because the collège keeps the young nobles in “haughty feelings in respect to 

others”.36 This second point is a consequence of the first one, because it implies that the 

“slowness” of the programs adapted to the majority of the students might make the more 

talented ones feel frustrated. Following this reasoning, it does not sound absurd that the 

 
34 Condorcet, Cinq mémoires sur l’instruction publique, p 239. 
35Mortier, R., “The Philosophes and Public Education”, pp.62-76. 
36 Ibidem. 
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philosopher considered that the only real benefiters from public education could be the 

children of the poorest families. 37 

We can conclude that D’Alembert, followed then by Diderot (with some differences), 

suggested the reform of public education, but in terms of contents, subjects and routine 

schemes of teaching, rather than in terms of “education as a human right” and enhancement 

of a public schooling system. For sure, there was an improvement concerning the 

conception of the importance of the spread of education and in particular the necessity of 

the independence of education from the government, but D’Alembert and Diderot did not 

consider the possibility of a public schooling system as a successful method for everyone. 

These were the very early stages of the theorization of the best kind of public education: it 

will take some time before the philosophers consider the adaptation of schooling programs 

to the needs and talents of everyone. 

 

3. Honoré Gabriel Riqueti de Mirabeau : unconditional freedom of choice 

To continue the analysis of the intellectual debate that developed during and after 1789, in 

order to promote public education and to understand why it was an important matter in the 

light of the human rights concern, Mirabeau logically follows. His primary importance is 

related to the fact that his theories about public education were among the earliest 

produced, but also, according to Duruy, to the fact that Mirabeau was one of the most 

relevant personalities of the French Revolution, as well as one of the most important 

reporters of the National Assembly. Furthermore, his ideas were more advanced than the 

ones developed by the majority of his contemporaries, regarding the realms of government, 

politics and society. In Mirabeau, in conclusion, we can find the summary of the ideas and 

principles that led to the French Revolution in 1789.38 

 
37 Ibidem. 
38 Duruy, L’instruction publique en 1789,  p 19. 
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It is with “Travail sur l’éducation publique” that Duruy begins his analysis.39 This 

publication is divided in four parts and widely expresses the French author’s love for 

freedom and progress (and consequently, his contrast with the so -  called “authority”, 

relegated to the old privileges of the monarchy, the aristocracy and the clergy, hence 

incompatible with liberties). The first part is about the general organization of public 

education and the role and conditions of teachers; the second one concerns public 

celebrations, civilian and military; the third is about the establishment of a national public 

school (“Lycée National”), and the last one is related to the best education for the 

“supposed heir to be to the Crown”, so the designed political leader of the country. Duruy 

admits that this division does not seem rational, nor understandable, at first sight, especially 

when it comes to the “heir of the Crown”, considering that Mirabeau was one of the most 

passionate personalities of the French Revolution. Nevertheless, Mirabeau’s reasoning, is 

pretty linear: the so – called heir is not a member of the royalty, but the “son of the nation”, 

and therefore, a very specific plan for his education is absolutely required. 40  

Mirabeau’s republican tendencies are striking and here it is pretty evident, because this 

designated leader of the nation will have to attend a public school, like every other French 

citizen, showing thus the concern for the total elimination of privileges in the revolutionary 

France, but also the strong belief in public education, good enough to prepare the future 

ruling class of the nation. 

The very core of this work is freedom. As claimed by Mirabeau, in a free society, education 

should be ruled by teachers and by the dynamics that come into being between masters and 

students, without any government interference. The only role for the government, in 

education, should be the protection of the progress. Once again, here comes the theme of 

the non interference of the government into the schooling system, in order to guarantee a 

free and independent choice of programs and methods. At the same time, the government 

role is crucial, because it must ensure the implementation and the protection of the public 

 
39 Ibidem, p 18. 
40 Ibidem, p 20. 



37 
 

education system. 41 But since the French Revolution needed to permeate every aspect of 

the new society, Mirabeau claimed that in the specific 1789 circumstances, the best 

outcome would be the creation of a national plan for education, organized and approved by 

the National Assembly. This  project should have defined which schools could be kept and 

which kind of educational institutions would have been better for the students, but the 

government would not have to decide programs and methods. There is a very important 

detail to consider: being the goal of Mirabeau’s projects freedom in every realm of 

education, this public schooling system could not be compulsory for students nor for 

teachers, who had to be free to choose if they wanted to take part in public schooling or 

not.42 

This part, regarding the creation of public schools and the principle of non – interference of 

the government into educational matters is probably the most relevant one for our work. 

First of all, Mirabeau wanted to give to all citizens the opportunity to be educated through 

the creation of public schools; but at the same time, everyone had the freedom to turn this 

right down and reject public education. This reasoning is logically correct, as it implies the 

total freedom of choice for every individual. The government creates the conditions for 

everyone to be educated and to take part in an equal and free schooling system, but does not 

force anybody to participate. For this reason, it may appear that this solution is the best one 

to guarantee freedom to everyone. But is it really freedom when a person is not educated 

enough to have the instruments to understand the choice he or she will undertake? Would 

not it be better if  the government imposed the compulsoriness of primary education, in 

order to give the opportunity to every citizen to benefit from the necessary intellective tools 

to make sensible and conscious choices? In the French revolutionary context, and in 

particular in Mirabeau’s reasoning, after the revolution that lead to the destruction of all the 

privileges, the main objective was freedom and for this reason it was valued more 

important in its entirety than in collaboration with the institutions and ruling powers. 

 
41 Ibidem, p 21. 
42 Ibidem, pp 21-23. 
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According to Mirabeau, the state could not interfere with the organization of programs, 

topics and methods taught at school. The only interference that the government was 

allowed to do was to act in order to defend every citizen’s right to enjoy the public 

schooling system. In fact, the government, according to Mirabeau, should not nominate or 

control teachers: this task should be carried out by department administrators elected by the 

people, even though this would mean risking interferences of the public opinion in 

pedagogical matters.43 

 

4. Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord: the introduction of politics in education and 

the risk of indoctrination 

After the analysis of Mirabeau, Duruy presents the work of Talleyrand.44 His work has a 

capital importance because he studied the very essence of education, then stated the 

principles of the right to education, and followed by explaining the division of schools for 

degrees of difficulty, finally creating a mirroring structure between the pedagogical 

organization and the administrative one. In his work, it is possible to note a different sort of  

approach towards the organization of public education, by claiming the bases of the right 

and giving it philosophical legitimacy, and then suggesting a practical project based on 

these premises. 

The first part is the most interesting one for our analysis, although all the principles stated 

by Talleyrand in this chapter may just seem commonplace to the eyes of a modern reader. 

To understand the entity of the suggestion, it is crucial to always keep in mind the historical 

context. With this perspective, some rights were definitely not widespread nor granted, 

because before the French Revolution, the people certainly did not detain any social right or 

protection.45 

 
43 Ibidem, pp 22- 24. 
44 Ibidem, p 26. 
45 Ibidem, p 25. 
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Talleyrand considered education in three different ways, all of which involved benefits and 

advantages for all the actors involved in the process. First of all, education is a product of 

society: it could not exist if society did not exist. Second, education must be examined in 

relation to society, specifically, in terms of the advantages that it can bring to society. Last 

but not least, it is necessary to enquire the advantages that it can produce for educated 

people. 46 

Being education a product of society, there are some fundamental principles that need to be 

remarked and claimed. First and foremost, education need to be available for everyone, it 

must be free and universal in terms of topics and subjects. It must then be available for both 

sexes and for all ages, since all citizens are equal and detain the same rights. This means 

that the creation of schools is absolutely necessary around the whole country and all 

privileges of the upper classes need to be abolished, so that everyone can have the same 

possibilities. Basically, Talleyrand’s idea is to spread a universal sort of education, in terms 

of availability for everyone and in terms of programs adopted, in order to achieve the best 

outcomes possible, both for society and for people. We can see the influence of the French 

Revolution in Talleyrand’s thought, because when it comes to the analysis of the benefits 

that education can produce for society, he remarks that it must be taught with special 

attention to the revolutionary Constitution. The Constitution must be learnt, protected and 

defended by everyone, and if possible, perfected, following moral principles too. We can 

easily notice the revolutionary indoctrination, willing to spread and push the Constitution 

and the revolutionary principles. According to the point of view of Talleyrand, a division of 

schools in four levels was required, exactly as the division of the administrative 

organization; this shows one conceptual weakness of the French Revolution, materialized in 

the need to make politics become part of every realm of society. This is a big risk because 

allowing politics to be part of the schooling system can be very dangerous and if the 

government is dishonest or corrupted, schools may become the tool to put into action a 

widespread indoctrination of the people.47 

 
46 Ibidem, pp 25-26. 
47 Ibidem, pp 26-28. 
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The importance of Talleyrand is evident because he is among the first scholars and 

politicians who considered the children as human beings that need to be educated in order 

to become the aware citizens in the future. Children do not only need to develop their 

personalities and talents, but they also need guidance to become future citizens.48 

Promoting such principles, before the French Revolution, meant promoting a shocking 

reorganization of a society in which the Tiers état (the people) did not have any real 

relevance in terms of voting, and did not beneficiate of any legal, political or social right. It 

appears clear that the education of every person, of every age, sex, and social class leads to 

the fact that everyone will have the means to be a conscious and active citizen. When 

people understand politics, law and society and are aware of their rights, inequalities can be 

defeated more easily, especially when a whole population is united under the protection of 

the Constitution and following the principles of the Revolution. For us, the most important 

aspect and goal of the work carried out by Talleyrand lays in the emancipation of the 

children, through education as a means to get rid of society’s inequalities and in order to 

educate a conscious future generation of citizens. For his contemporary society, the most 

important aspect of his theory probably laid in the introduction of politics and the 

revolutionary doctrine in the school system, which was, of course, free and open to 

everyone. 49 

 

5. Nicolas De Condorcet: education as a duty of society to the citizens 

The most important thinker for our analysis, and the one who will receive the greatest 

attention in this dissertation, is Condorcet. Nicolas De Condorcet (1743-1794), is a French 

thinker who took part in the group of the enciclopedistes and therefore was very close to the 

already mentioned philosophes, such as D’Alembert, Diderot, D’Holbach, Helvétius and 

Voltaire. 

 
48 Ibidem, pp 29-31. 
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According to Duruy, there are some similarities between Condorcet and Talleyrand, since 

they both started the explanation of their projects by presenting general statements and 

principles about education, enquiring its philosophical foundations and necessity, giving it 

intellectual legitimacy and then proceeded by suggesting a schooling project based on the 

division of schools in different levels of education (four, for both of them).50 

The most relevant project written by Condorcet regarding public education and that will be 

thoroughly analyzed in this chapter, is Sur L’Instruction Publique. This work is divided 

into “Cinq Memoires”, it is to say, five different chapters that enquire different aspects of 

public education.51 Condorcet will be analyzed in the detail because it is in his work that 

the roots of the conception of the importance of education as it is, and then the belief of the 

impellent importance of the protection of the right to education in society find their more 

complete origins. By studying the report on his work displayed in this chapter, the reader 

will definitely find some familiar concepts that are now at the core of the beliefs regarding 

education in the contemporary world. The importance of Condorcet, hence, is related to the 

incredible modernity of his theories, articulated in the XVIII Century. 

In the first chapter, called “Premier Mémoire: nature et objet de l’instruction publique. La 

société doit au peuple une instruction publique”, (First Memoire, nature and object of 

public education; public education is the duty of society towards the people), the 

philosopher enquires why and how society needs to offer a public schooling system to the 

people.52 This part is very long and offers a wide look at the general idea promoted by 

Condorcet, because he explains why public education is necessary for a free society, how to 

develop it and suggests how public schools should be organized. 

The very first point is displayed in the title and it mentions what this dissertation is 

specifically about: society owes the people a public education in order to make the equality, 

universality and indivisibility of (human) rights a reality. The beginning of this book is the 

core of Condorcet’s (and our) point of view concerning the importance of public education: 

 
50 Ibidem, p 32. 
51 Condorcet, Cinq mémoires sur l’instruction publique, p 4. 
52 Ibidem. 



42 
 

every person must be educate, so as to be able to become a conscious citizens, which means 

that he or she is aware of his own rights and promotes their implementation in society. 

Indeed, according to Condorcet, the equality of human beings has been declared in vain in 

the national constitutions, because the laws rarely respect the principles of justice, 

especially when the inequality of the “moral faculties” (it is to say, education and the skills 

that human beings learn to develop when they are educated), is striking. Condorcet states 

that the état social (so the post-revolutionary society) has improved the conditions of the 

people, but he also admits that the real inequalities take place in the relationships among 

people, independently from the intervention of the public forces and normative instruments 

to reduce these disadvantages. In order to eliminate this gap, it is necessary to reduce the 

substantial differences among citizens, and this goes beyond the attempt to eliminate the 

formal inequalities. Thus, the government has an obligation towards citizens, it is to say not 

to let anyone fall into someone else’s dependence; this can mainly be connected to one’s 

ignorance. It means that it is the government’s duty to watch over every citizen’s freedom 

(in this sense, dependency, especially the intellectual one, is slavery), in order to give 

everyone the means to be an independent citizen. According to Condorcet, as already 

stated, the best way to achieve the outcome of total freedom for everyone is through public 

education, free and alike for every citizen, so that every person will have the ability to 

develop his or her very own critical thought.53 

The thinker acknowledges that a common public education cannot stop the most talented 

minds from producing the brightest results, (so a sort of natural inequality is admitted), but 

this is not the goal nor it is in contrast with the real goal. The objective of public education, 

indeed, is to educate everyone, so that every person can be free to understand, think and act 

for him or herself, avoiding therefore any sort of moral inequality. This moral inequality (it 

is necessary to remember that for this specific writer, moral inequality means the 

substantial lack of education) needs to be prevented at all costs, because it would place a 

person in a situation of dependency from someone else, therefore undermining his or her 

own freedom. So, public education brings benefits for everyone: for the most talented ones, 

 
53 Ibidem, pp 4-7. 



43 
 

who can excel and put their work at the service of the community; for the community, able 

to benefit from the lumières; for the poorest, unable to afford private schooling, controlled 

by the clergy and the aristocracy; and for the less talented, who, thanks to public education, 

will be able to escape the already mentioned dynamics of dependency and be aware of the 

minimum knowledge and skills they need to live a meaningful, free and independent life 

within society.54 

If being educated is a tool for citizens to achieve freedom, it appears logical that 

“l’inégalité de l’instruction est une de principales sources de tyrannie”, which means that 

inequality in education is one of the main sources of tyranny. 55 Indeed, to sustain this 

claim, Condorcet narrates how in the “siècles de l’ignorance”, so during the Middle Age 

and in particular before the French Revolution, people had to endure strong inequalities, 

being them not educated and poor, and being education (the tool to achieve freedom) the 

monopoly of the upper social classes. 56 The unavailability of education for the majority of 

the population created a huge discrepancy between two different social classes in the same 

society, making freedom and equality an unthinkable utopia, and constantly threatening the 

peace and the inner stability of society. Unthinkable is the right word, as we will see in the 

following reasoning of Condorcet, because the majority of people definitely did not possess 

the time or the intellectual means to enquire their social conditions and take actions against 

discrimination, abuse and tyranny. 

The reason why society owes the people a proper public education is that it will help to 

diminish the “difference of morals” among men, it is to say, “la différence des sentiments 

moraux”, whose meaning is what we have stated above.57 If the difference between men 

lays in the difference of their intellectual means, so education, the spreading of a quality 

public education can help alleviate this gap and reduce the inequality. Hence, after the 

equality of men has been officially stated by the law, says Condorcet, the only difference 

among men is their education, which is what shapes their personalities and manners. And 
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these can only be acquired through a proper good form of education. Sure, some talents and 

abilities are innate in people’s personality, but they need a guidance (education) to develop. 

Moreover, education is strictly necessary to help the individual develop his or her inner 

talents and at the same time build his or her own knowledge regarding rights, society and 

freedom. It appears clear that in the first chapter, Condorcet deals with most of the topics 

that have been presented in the beginning of this dissertation as the basis of the importance 

of education as a human right. 

The writer explains that if the law does not promote a public education, alike and accessible 

for everyone, upward social mobility and the elimination of privileges will never happen, 

because “the morals” will be mastered only by the rich classes. Even if the law states that 

all the individuals must be considered in the same way and benefit from the same 

opportunities, a not-educated individual will always lack the intellectual instruments to 

occupy a conscious position within his or her community. The mission of society, 

according to this, lays in the promotion of public education, so every person can be an 

independent active citizen, who knows how to practice public functions correctly and make 

society better, but that can also be a better person in the private sphere. 

The third point concerns the benefits that society can receive from the spread of education: 

when more people are educated, the lumières available for the society are more copious.58 

This appears clear considering that a good education is not composed by mere sterile 

notions, but by the development of the ability to critically enquire facts, notions and 

statements. Therefore, a quality education can turn people into responsible citizens, able to 

choose good governors that will produce good laws, so consequently, a good and fair 

society. The connection between Condorcet and Piaget (quoted in the first chapter) is 

striking: society must provide every individual the possibility to take part in a virtuous 

educational system. For Piaget, this is crucial to accomplish the development of the whole 

personality of the individual. For Condorcet, the development of the intellectual and moral 

possibilities of the person must aim at the formation of conscious citizens, responsible for 

the progress and the improvement of the society they live in. In the latter reasoning, the 

 
58 Ibidem, pp 8-9. 



45 
 

influence of the historical context is striking and it could not be otherwise: if the illuminists 

were starting to recognize the necessity of  a public education system, fundamental to 

guarantee the full development of the intellectual abilities of every person, their goal was 

mainly focused on the promotion of a more equal society, because it was the most impellent 

need of that specific historical context. 

Following the reasoning of education as a tool to help the development of human beings, 

Condorcet explains that education is a “moyen de perfectionner l’espèce humaine” , so in 

English, a means to perfect the human species, because it allows all people to develop their 

abilities and skills. 59 Consequently, the development of these skills enables people to make 

new discoveries, that will improve the wellbeing of society. Clearly, the positive effects of 

education impact both individuals and society, in many different realms. 

Before the Enlightenment, when public education available only for very few people, the 

possibilities of new discoveries were quite limited, and for this reason the backwardness of 

society was nothing but a logic consequence of the backwardness of the system itself. 

Condorcet’s conclusion on this topic is that education is beneficial both for the more 

talented people and for the less talented ones: indeed, common people can finally have 

access to education, and have a more conscious and independent role in the private and the 

public sphere, while talented people can finally find less obstacles in the development of 

their abilities, ideally leading to the progress of society. Moreover, educating a generation 

of young people can be the way to improve the social conditions of future generations: 

hence, the following ones will be even more proactive to receive an education. They will be 

used to have education as a crucial part in their lives and they will be more receptive.60   

The benefits of a good public education for the future generations do not only regard the 

habit of studying and the aim of “perfecting the human species”. Hence, there is also the 

advantage, for an educated society, of being ready and prepared for the future outcomes, 

whatever they might be. This statement involves a very wide range of possibilities, in the 

sense of new discoveries that can help human beings to deal with climatic, social, 
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demographic and economic changes. This is, as explained by Ballinger in “The idea of 

social progress through education in the French Enlightenment Period: Helvetius and 

Condorcet”, related to the Enlightenment concept of “social progress”. Clearly, in order to 

make the French Society become better in the future, in terms of laws, rights, governments 

and technological progress, education has a primary role.  Progress for Condorcet, states 

Ballinger, could only take place through the spread of what was already known, and 

through the new discoveries; this means, logically, that “progress was the progres de 

lumières”.61 This observation is important when analyzing the reasoning of Condorcet, 

because it leads us to his main conception regarding the importance of education. Hence, it 

must be promoted, first of all to allow the substantial equality of all men, then for the 

possibility to build a fair and equal society, in which the individuals can develop their 

vocations and contribute to the progress of the lumières, which will improve society and so 

on. Clearly, for Condorcet, free education creates nothing but a never-ending virtuous circle 

of which the whole society will only but benefit. Not only it contributes to the formation of 

citizens that are conscious of their role in society and of their rights and duties, but also, by 

the process of teaching and learning, the individuals can develop their skills and knowledge 

and devote them to the progress and the improvement of the society they live in. 

Ballinger sums up Condorcet’s idea of education by stating that for the philosophes, 

ignorance was the main source of inequalities (as already reported, Condorcet thought that 

ignorance would lead to nothing but dependency). Therefore, it appears quite logical that 

the elimination of ignorance can only lead to the elimination of inequalities. For this reason, 

public education is the fitting tool that will help society to achieve freedom and equality; 

consequently, its promotion is crucial and absolutely necessary, because only public 

education can equally and successfully spread the lumières and make men substantially 

equal.62 

 
61 Ballinger, S. E., “The idea of social progress through education in the French 

Enlightenment Period: Helvetius and Condorcet”, History of Education Journal, Vol. 10, 
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62 Ibidem, p 98. 
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This concept analyzed by Condorcet reminds of De L’Homme, written by Helvétius, who 

basically stated that what differentiates men between each other are the conditions in which 

they grow up; as a consequence, by changing what Helvétius generally calls their “human 

environment”, it is possible to achieve a substantial difference in their development. 

Morals, intellectual abilities and human environment: all of this is about education, in order 

to promote the growth of the “intellectual organs” of every person.63  To improve society, 

says Helvétius, it is necessary to change the education of men, it is to say, their human 

environment.64 Helvétius, like Condorcet, was firmly persuaded that a good, public, laical 

and widespread public education would have eliminated social inequalities and improved 

the social conditions of people, leading therefore to the already quoted “social progress”.65 

And the promotion of a good quality public education can only happen in a democratic and 

good society. Logically, social progress, so the improvement of the wellbeing of a society, 

leads to a happier society; therefore, public education is more than desirable for Helvétius, 

too, because it is the only way to instill into the minds of young generations the values to 

build a healthy society. Once again, we clearly see the support of the thesis that education 

and freedom in society are intrinsically connected, and that this connection is reciprocal. As 

it is evident, Helvétius suggested an extremely modern idea of why education was required 

to guarantee the full development of the individual, and with Condorcet, it definitely laid 

the foundations for the modern conception of the correlation between education and 

development, explained in Chapter 1. 

This concept is rephrased in terms of “stupidity” by Condorcet, considered as the “natural” 

outcome for people that were born in a less educated context.66 The fact that the lack of the 

development of ideas leads to stupidity is for Condorcet a real threat for the nation itself. 

Even if the laws of a nation are good, if the ruling class is stupid, it is to say, not educated, 

the outcomes of such a government can be way worse than the ones resulting from a 

country with less virtuous laws. This is crucial because even if the laws state the equality of 
 

63 Condorcet, Cinq mémoires sur l’instruction publique,  p 16. 
64 Ballinger, “The idea of social progress through education in the French Enlightenment 
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the rights for every person, only education can make justice and equality real and not only 

theoretically mentioned in the laws. Therefore, a basic degree of education is necessary to 

educate men, so they can serve their country by working in public institutions following the 

rules of justice and equality; but at the same time, people that are more gifted for practical 

jobs must have the right to follow their vocation and receive an education that will enable 

them to do whatever  job they want to do, without any discrimination. If we consider how 

important the abolition of discrimination is from the contemporary normative (both national 

and international) point of view, this is another moment where Condorcet proved his 

extreme modernity. This is indeed the only way to achieve substantial freedom: thanks to 

the fact that all citizens are educated with special attention to their vocations and talents, the 

power is accessible for everyone, even for the poorest citizens in the country, which means 

that the government will no longer be only composed by rich people. 67 This means that 

people will either be educated to be the future ruling power or to become citizens that will 

understand who to vote in order to preserve democracy in their society. Condorcet believes 

that the sexes do not need to receive different types of education, considering that all people 

are equal, have the same right to be educated and mixed schools are easy to organize; 

moreover, women are going to be mothers, and therefore they will be responsible of the 

education of children, it is to say, the future generations. Last but not least, to be fair and 

not discriminate anyone, the instruction must be proportioned to every single person’s 

abilities and talents, so that every person can study what is more fitting and useful for him 

or her. 68 

Then, Condorcet exposes another advantage of education: according to the writer, a country 

that keeps the citizens in the dark of the lumières, forcing them to take part in social rituals 

that they do not know and do not understand and imposes arbitrary and immoral laws, 

cannot last long without triggering dynamics that will threaten the peace of the nation itself. 

For this reason, education is important to keep a good government in every country, 

enabling the citizens to benefit of good laws and more importantly to understand these 
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laws. This will make every social class happy and satisfied and will therefore keep away 

every major risk of social turmoil. 

The conclusion of the first chapter reaffirms the importance of education in order to not 

surrender when it comes to the tricks and lies of the tyranny; it is easy to persuade an 

ignorant people towards a repressive government, under the guise of a good one, filled with 

empty promises and illusions. Different is when it comes to an educated people, because it 

has the intellectual means to distinguish good from evil and, more importantly, a good, fair 

and equal government from a tyrannical one.69 Thus, education is the condition of existence 

for freedom in society. 

If education is necessary for freedom, freedom must be the principle ruling education, too. 

In the second chapter Condorcet elaborates a plan for instruction with the right 

characteristics, according to him, to maintain it independent from the power.70 This means 

that the government does not have to detain the monopoly of education, because this would 

put schools in chains, and in case of a bad government, it would lead to ignorance and 

dependency. Hence, it is definitely compelling that public schools remain independent and 

as free as possible from the ruling power, and that they keep a certain degree of competition 

between each other. Thanks to the independence of public schools and institutions, the 

programs that are taught are not the expression of the will of the ruling power, but the result 

of the ideas produced by the lumières.71 This is essential to keep schools separate and 

autonomous from the government interference, but also, thanks to the competition among 

different institutions, to facilitate the progress and the spreading of new ideas, which will 

lead to the already mentioned social progress. For what concerns education, freedom must 

be absolute: families can choose what institutions they want for their children, or what 

teachers they prefer.  
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Referring to the necessity of the enhancement of a free and public education in order to 

produce social progress, the competitiveness of the different institutions and the possibility 

to choose which education a person prefers, can only lead to positive outcomes.  

In the third chapter, “Troisième Mémoire”, Condorcet enquires the object of this public 

education, available and free for every person in the country.72 This chapter explains that 

public education is meant to prepare people for every outcome they might encounter in 

every realm of their lives; from the understanding of politics and law, to refining their taste 

and surrounding themselves with educated people.  

For what concerns this dissertation, the author underlines the political and social 

repercussions of an educated people, and once again, refers to education as the principle 

that will watch over equality and justice in society. For Condorcet, education must prepare 

every men on some specific topics: politics, moral, economy, science and art if they can 

serve the community, moral and physical education. These subjects are important because 

they train all citizens for their social life, both private and public. Thanks to education, 

indeed, every person can understand the laws and the ones that are about to be adopted, or 

the dynamics leading the ruling class and the reforms and choices implemented by 

governments. An educated people is more likely to discern between what is good, equal and 

morally correct and what it is not, and therefore, it should tend to choose an upright 

government, which follows the principles of equality and justice. To achieve a proper 

education as desired by Condorcet, the importance of politics, justice, freedom and the 

human rights must be taught in schools: thanks to this, people are able to independently 

distinguish the trend of their own community, or society.  

Without education, says Condorcet, the nation is split into two different classes: the one 

who is educated and can develop its personality and talents, and who can, worst case 

scenario, rule the country following its mere interests without any interference, and the one 

who is not educated and becomes nothing but the amenable crowd subdued to the influence 
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of the power.73 With one more reference to the concept that ignorance inevitably leads to 

dependency and therefore undermines people’s freedom, Condorcet affirms that a basic 

education can make men understand that the law can make them free and equal. This is the 

crucial point: if all men are aware of the meaning of the rights they are universally entitled 

to, every law, reform and administrative operation adopted by the government will have to 

follow those principles, and will necessarily be based on justice, equality and democracy. 

To make a further step, if the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen becomes the 

milestone of every person’s life, permeating every aspect of society and leading the mindset 

of society, it appears obvious that society  itself must undoubtedly conform to it, as natural 

consequence. Et voilà, here is the most important idea conveyed by Condorcet in his 

mémoire. During the age of ignorance, so before the Enlightenment, when people were 

ignorant and subdued to the ruling classes because they had no access to education, 

understanding the importance of freedom, equality and human rights in general was far 

away from the concerns of the people, because it was a topic belonging to the realm of 

philosophers and scholars. Now, people are conscious of their rights and duties and thanks 

to the teachings regarding politics and morals, having a wise government in a good society 

and acting right towards everybody is in the best interest of every person. 

This new mindset has huge consequences in the private sphere, too: Condorcet states that it 

is necessary to educate the fathers on “physical and moral” matters, so they can raise their 

children properly, supporting their moral, physical and intellectual wellbeing. Here, the 

philosopher states that the ignorance of parents, who have the crucial role to raise children 

and therefore to forge the future generations, can cause critical damages in the following 

generations.74 This statement implies a wide range of negative outcomes that can result 

from a wrong or neglected educational process. For example, if parents do not know how to 

properly raise their children in terms of hygienic conditions, nutrition or prevention and 

cure of the diseases, children mortality will always be dramatically high.  
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Furthermore, wrong choices in education can cause wrong choices by the following ruling 

class that can ruin the wellbeing of the future generations. For example, the improvement of 

physical education for children can help improving the sanitary conditions of a society and 

increase the lifespan of a whole generation, whereas unwise choices on matters of hygiene 

can lead to the spread of diseases and therefore to a very short life expectancy. A healthy an 

morally educated child can grow up, be a wise and sane human being, ready to contribute to 

society through his work, which can make him independent and able to sustain himself and 

his future family. The spread of the good virtues makes them easier to emulate and 

therefore, it is easier to have a virtuous society, because everyone can see the benefits that 

come from the application of the lumières to every branch of society.  

Only the educated and wise man can be free, because he is capable of making his own 

decision, since he knows what is good and what is bad for him, for his family and for his 

community. Only the educated man can reject evil governments, laws and norms, because 

he sees things under the light of the lumières. Only the educated man can fight for his 

rights, because he is aware of them, and only the educated man can fight for his freedom, 

while being conscious that the freedom that society owes him is the same for every other 

person in the world. Furthermore, education gives copious political benefits in order to 

create a wise and healthy society: the educated man, even if he is not much educated but he 

is well educated, has the ability to distinguish between a good and a bad government. 

Moreover, a man who has received a little education is humble enough to recognize if 

someone else can be more qualified than him to rule and govern the nation. 75 

In conclusion, Condorcet indeed states that 

“an education that makes the man used to be aware of what the truth is like, to give value to the 

ones who can reach the truth or master it, is the only way to ensure and guarantee happiness and 

freedom. When that happens, people will be able to rule themselves or to give the power to 
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righteous guides, chosen after reason, or appreciate those who will come in help to solve problems 

and situations created by ignorance”.76 

On the contrary, as explained in the conclusion of this work, Condorcet states that an 

ignorant people is easy to seduce with empty promises by abusive politicians, able to 

deceive the minds that have not received education and are thus unable to see the truth. And 

this was the case of Europe during the so – called “age of ignorance”, when the aristocracy 

ruled societies by pursuing its mere interests, thanks to the fact that the majority of the 

population was ignorant and not educated, so did not possess the means for its own 

emancipation.77 

But thanks to the lumières, freedom will not perish: on the contrary, it will be enhanced. 

Thanks to their intervention, indeed, the truth can be the principle that guides society and 

protects it from tyrannies, abuses and from the darkness of ignorance. Thus, it is evident 

that to maintain freedom in a specific country, its population needs to have a good public 

education system able to convey the principles, discoveries and values achieved during the 

Enlightenment. As much as a country needs a group of intellectuals to lead the way towards 

social progress in a democratic way, it also needs the spreading of their accomplishments. 

This means that only through the circulation of knowledge, and therefore collaboration 

among people, the new discoveries can become the heritage of the whole society. When 

this is achieved, every man will see the world in the light of freedom and justice and will 

contribute to defend and protect the universal and inalienable rights of every person in the 

whole world.  

In conclusion, Condorcet expresses, once again, precisely what this dissertation wants to 

sustain: education must be defended as a universal and inalienable human right, in order to 

give to everyone the opportunity to develop his or her personality, talent and abilities, and 

at the same time possess the instruments to create a good and respectful society. But, for 

this to happen, society must guarantee every man the right to be aware of his own rights 

and therefore to beneficiate of public education. Finally, to achieve the universal 
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accomplishment of education, cooperation and the spreading of knowledge are necessarily 

required, and we will find this statement at the foundations of the vision of UNESCO, in 

the following chapters.  

Condorcet’s reasoning  underlines that education and freedom are intrinsically related and 

connected to one another. Education could exist without freedom, in the sense that an evil 

government could, hypothetically, guarantee public education, but decide the contents of 

the programs according to its interests, in order to promote its own propaganda. And 

history has offered, up to the present, a long list of examples of despotic governments that 

have used education to promote their tyrannical propaganda in order to subjugate the 

people. But again, if we look deeply into it, this was only possible because values such as 

freedom and justice were not widespread in those specific societies. Condorcet’s idea, 

therefore, is validated by this antithesis itself: if people are kept in the darkness of 

ignorance, an evil government can use a education as a means to deceive its own people, by 

conveying a sort of education that will be based on its own interests. But eventually, social 

turmoil will follow, because ignorance and maliciousness cannot last on the long run. In the 

end, the truth will be unveiled by very few thinkers, just like what happened during the 

Enlightenment, and it will be their duty to spread all they know to free society from 

ignorance and tyranny. Education, for all these reasons, is the only way to make the rights 

that the Revolution granted to all men in 1789 real, widespread and enhanced. Moreover, a 

public, free and equal education system is, according to Condorcet, the only way to avoid 

the division of the population in two different classes, the educated one, who can for sure 

be filled with enlightened people, and the one including the majority of the population, 

ignorant because it cannot have access to education. This logically means that if the 

majority of people does not possess the basic knowledge to be aware of what the truth, 

reason and justice are, the actions and choices of citizens will only be ruled by prejudices 

and society will never improve and to reach any social progress. 
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6. The French Revolutionary governments: reforming the right to education 

The conception elaborated by Condorcet is astonishingly modern and the results of the 

introduction of his ideas into the French Revolutionary society could have been of great 

relevance, but this is not what happened. Military and political matters were more 

important to the leaders of the French Revolution, and his project was not implemented, 

even though some results were achieved by the lumières, in the actions of the Convention. 

Hence, the Convention of the French Revolution, says Mortier, after destroying every 

aspect of the Ancien Régime, imposed the promotion huge reforms, with the goal of 

marking a strike changing with the past (not very well achieved, though). 78 

The French Revolution Assemblies declared that all the old institutions of the Ancien 

Régime needed to be reformed; of course, education demanded deep reforms too. After the 

spreading of the ideas of the Enlightenment, the Assembly decided to adapt the schooling 

institutions to the principles of the French Revolution. Sadly, as many revolution happen to 

do, the French Revolution simply resorted to wipe out all the traditional institutions, even 

though some of them were the result of years and years of private efforts and work, and still 

had so much to offer to society. According to Duruy, this was a big mistake: while the 

revolutionary governments tried to impose their reforms, they totally deleted the traditional 

institutions, separating the past from the present and the future. But if we are talking about 

education and progress, it appears evident that the past is necessary for the present, which 

constitutes the foundations of the future, it is to say, the real progress.79 These destructions, 

though, had their sense and their roots into the act of August 4th  1789, when it was 

declared that all types of feudalism had to be abolished. Now clearly, being most of the 

schooling institutions in France private, they had to be eliminated, too, according to the 

principles of the French Revolution.80 And indeed, on August 8th  1793, a first act imposed 

the suppression of all the schools and institutions supported or financed by the government, 

followed by another decree that declare the elimination of all military schools. These 
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extreme reforms culminated with the substitution of all the “neutral” institutions with 

schools that strictly followed the principles and rules of the French Revolution. Then, the 

following September 15th, a decree imposed the establishment of three different school 

levels. The first concerned the basis of knowledge for artists or workers of all sort; the 

second gave further knowledge, for different professions, useful to other branches of 

society; and the last one was the most difficult level of education, and for this reason, not 

destined to all the people. This basically meant that the universities (for example the 

universities of theology, medicine and law) were destroyed, closed or hindered, including 

The University of Paris, the most ancient in France and Europe. As in for the beautiful 

projects suggested by Mirabeau, Condorcet and many other brilliant thinkers, they were 

praised by the Assemblies and then forgotten, both because they lacked some practical 

sense and because, as already said, military and political matters were considered more 

important.81 

Although the revolutionary efforts brought the reforms to the extreme, causing, maybe, 

more damages than positive outcomes, it is undeniable that the French Revolution marked 

the starting point towards a future in which the conditions of people were definitely 

improved. On September 21st  1792, indeed, the National Convention declared in a 

Constitution that the only Constitution that there could be was the one accepted by the 

people, and that people and properties were under the safeguard of the Nation itself.  

Followed then the Acte Constitutionnel du 24 Juin 1793, or the Constitution of Year I, 

which was the second constitution ratified under the First Republic during the French 

Revolution and the most important outcome among the normative instruments produced by 

the French Revolution, alongside with the Declaration of The Rights of Men and Of The 

Citizen . As explained by Saitta, Article 22 of the Constitution of Year I granted the right to 

education. Indeed, this article states that:  « L'instruction est le besoin de tous. La société 

doit favoriser de tout son pouvoir les progrès de la raison publique, et mettre l'instruction à 

la portée de tous les citoyens », which means that every person needs education, and for 
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this reason society must favor the progress of public reason, while at the same time 

enabling every citizen to benefit from education. 82 

The Declaration of The Rights of Men and Of The Citizen (Déclaration des Droits de 

l’Homme et du Citoyen) is another milestone of the French Revolution when it comes to 

facts and achievements. This document was written and approved in 1789, right before the 

Constitution of Year I. It is a masterpiece of democracy and its aim is to promote equality, 

freedom and liberties in society. While the Declaration of 1789 is mainly founded on the 

concept of equality, the one of 1793 is more inclusive of different rights and liberties. 

Although the huge improvements in the reformation of society in terms of equality and 

rights, with the abolishment of the Ancien Régime and the establishment of democracy, the 

French Revolution was still far away from the substantial actualization of the substantial 

equality of citizens. Precisely, when it comes to the educational and social ideas expressed 

by the philosophers analyzed earlier in this chapter, in order to see some practical results, it 

is necessary to wait until the Third Republic (1870).83 
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CHAPTER 3 

Right to education: from the theoretical roots to the establishment of the         

universal right to education among the Human Rights 

 

1. From the theorization of the rights of citizens to the establishment of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights 

The goal of this chapter is to analyze how after the French Revolution and the 

Enlightenment, western societies (and after World War II, the whole world), managed to 

turn the theories of justice, equality and freedom into a reality with different declarations of 

rights, culminated, in 1948, in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. For Europe, the 

French Revolution definitely signed the breaking point with the past, both in terms of 

intellectual beliefs and in terms of the birth of the defense of the rights of the citizens 

against the privileges of the upper classes. The work and the conception of Georg Jellinek 

will be taken into account in order to understand better the Declaration of The Rights of 

The Man and Of The Citizen in relation to its contemporary social, political, institutional 

and international context and in comparison with the American Declaration of 

Independence. But it is important to keep in mind that those rights, achieved and stated for 

the first time and based on the values of freedom, democracy, equality and liberty, are not 

specifically the Human Rights (following the point of view of Henkin). It is true that the 

social, political, economical rights stated in the following constitutions are absolutely 

necessary for the existence of a good and healthy society, but the specific Human Rights 

are those stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948.84 To understand 

their peculiarity, we can consider the definition suggested by Nickel: “Human Rights are 

universal norms that describe standards of behavior that help protect everyone from 
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political, legal, social and economic abuse”.85 According to Nickel’s definition, therefore, 

the human rights are rights that specifically protect everyone from different forms of 

mistreatment; this means that they impose mandatory obligations related to different 

specific situations, they are universal (because they protect everyone) and they are high-

priority, because they protect the life of human beings. 

After briefly analyzing the preparatory works and the creation of the Declaration of 1948, 

with particular attention for the intellectual conception of universal human rights that lays 

at its foundations, this chapter will compare the right to education stated in the Declaration 

of Year I in the revolutionary France in 1793 and in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (1948). The final part of the chapter will then study the normative framework under 

which the United Nations protect education as a human rights and the instruments to 

monitor its implementation. 

The peculiarity of the analysis of Jellinek lays in the fact that he enquired the connection 

between the theoretical, historical and institutional dimension of the Declaration of the 

Rights of Man and of The Citizen. In other words: the approach to its study of the 

declaration also considers the connection with the historical context and with the 

development of societies and institutions, and therefore offers a wide analysis that covers 

all the realms of society.86  

The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of The Citizen of 1789 immediately preceded the 

Constitution of Year I of 1793 and it was the first document in Europe that established the 

existence of certain rights for the people, and not only for the privileged social classes. And 

it is true that during the XVIII Century, the intellectual turmoil in Europe and especially in 

France called Enlightenment prepared the cultural conditions (alongside with the already 

existing critical social and economical ones) for the French Revolution and the Declaration 

of The Rights of Man and of the Citizen. But for Jellinek, in order to deeply understand the 
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French Revolution it is necessary to take  into account the United States Declaration of 

Independence of 1776. According to the scholar, the Declaration of the rights of Man and 

of the Citizen lays its foundations on the American Revolution, and in particular, on the 

rights included in the different Constitutions of the different American States. Not only 

could the French take inspiration from the contents dedicated to rights and liberties, but 

they also used the same modus operandi chosen by the Americans, so the redaction of a 

Declaration right before the redaction of the Constitution.87  

The majority of historians today agrees upon the American derivation of the French 

Constitution and of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, so we can infer 

that intellectual cooperation definitely played a part in the emancipation of peoples from 

tyranny. Certainly, this was an early stage of the international cooperation, so it cannot be 

considered at the same level of the contemporary international cooperation. But definitely, 

we can infer that the circulation of news related to the American Revolution and of the 

Constitutions themselves played a big role in the actualization of the French Revolution. 

This gives credit to an argument that will be presented in the following chapters: 

international cooperation is crucial in order to achieve the circulation of knowledge and to 

promote peace and freedom. Therefore, we can happily infer that even at the early stages of 

democracy, public education and international cooperation, this thesis is valid and 

historically proved. 

Although the two revolutions are definitely in connection, it is important for us to enquire 

the fundamental difference between them. This difference concerns the role of the law 

itself: for the Americans, emigrated British citizens, rights were granted to them by the 

British Crown, and therefore, they were not questionable; the law was nothing more than 

the instrument to defend them in case of mistreatment. But for the French, the so – called 

“rights” did not exist at all, because the meaning of the French Revolution was indeed the 

destruction of the monarchy and the privileges of the few, in order to create a more equal 

society, where all citizens could be entitled of the same rights. Thus, in the French 

Revolution context, the law had a totally different meaning: its purpose was to make the 
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respect of the rights and the fulfillment of the duties possible both for the citizens and for 

the government. From this point of view then, in the French situation the law has an active 

role, and it becomes the agent itself that allows the realization of a democratic society. In 

this peculiar context, therefore, the law and the legislator play a crucial part in the 

definition of the rights stated by the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. 88 

In other words: the innovation of the French Declaration and Constitution is evident in the 

fact that freedom, the real one, lays in the equality of every citizen before the law, which is 

what makes people free, equal and entitled of rights and duties. At the same time, every 

citizen is free to take part in the political life of France, which means that every citizen can 

contribute to the creation of the law and of a righteous government, also by the possibility 

given to everyone to choose virtuous political leaders through the elections or to be part of 

the government itself. These concepts are expressed in the Declaration of The Rights of 

Man and of The Citizens in articles 4, 5, 6, which give the law a crucial role for the new 

French Society, in order to make the elimination of the old privileges a reality.89 Finally, 

fundamental rights are mentioned and written in numerous different legal acts, such as the 

Constitutions of the different American States, the United States Declaration of 

Independence of 1776, The Declaration of the Rights of the Man and Citizen of 1789, and 

the following revolutionary French Constitutions. Considering this facts, it is possible to 

declare that the existence of rights valid for everyone and the importance of their 

protection, alongside with the control of the state power by the means of law, were 

widespread both in Europe and in the American continent during the XVIII Century, and 

that their circulation enhanced the effort of societies towards the real actualization of 

democracy. 
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2. Human Rights, Universality and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to 

achieve real social progress 

The international political dynamics that dominated the late XVIII and of the XIX Century 

(imperialism, state-centric conception of the international relations, arms race and the 

different national interests) led to the great wars that characterized the XIX Century: World 

War I and World War II. In particular, if World War I was the expression of the will of 

power of the European states, World War II, with the genocides put into act by the Nazi-

fascist coalition, marked a line with no turning back. Thus, it is after World War II that the 

world has committed to the respect and the promotion of the human rights, in order to 

prevent the repetition of the facts and horrors of World War II.90 The designated tools to 

support justice, human rights, friendship and respect among peoples and every human 

being’s freedom after 1945 are the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (1948). 

On April 25, 1945, the United Nations started to be organized in San Francisco thanks to 

the help of the representatives of fifty different nations. The first step towards the 

establishment of the universal recognition of human rights is to be found in the United 

Nations Charter, signed on June 26, 1945, on Article 68.91 This states the necessity to create 

a commission, specifically connected to the economic and social fields, able to work for the 

promotion and protection of the human rights.92 To put this article into practice, in February 

1946, a Nuclear Commission was created, in order to define a permanent Human Rights 

Commission; Eleanor Roosevelt was chosen by U.S. President Truman as representative for 

the United States, and during the first meeting of this commission at New York’s Hunter 
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91 Black, M., A., “Eleanor Roosevelt and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights”, 
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92 Charter Of the United Nations, website: https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-

charter/chapter-x/index.html, (Last visited: September, 10, 2019). 
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College, she was elected Chairman of the Human Rights Commission.93 After this first 

meeting, the Commission suggested that the writing of an Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights would be their first task, because: 

The reason we felt that this was important was because many of us thought that unless we could 

establish standards for human rights and freedom the world over, there would continue to exist one 

of the greatest causes for friction among' the nations. On the other hand, recognition of Human 

Rights and Freedoms might become one of the corner-stones on which peace could eventually be 

based.94 

Here is a definition of Human Rights, intended as a common basis for everyone in the 

whole world to realize the achievement of similarly equal standards of living, spreading 

therefore freedom around the world and consequently guaranteeing peace and liberty to 

everyone. At the meeting that took place at New York’s Hunter College in February 1946, 

the assistant secretary-general for social affairs Henri Laugier declared for the beginning of 

the works of the Nuclear Commission that the role of the Commission was extremely 

delicate and important. The reason of this had to be found in the fact that the liberated 

world was putting in their work all its hopes for a better, peaceful future. Hence, this work 

had never been carried out before and it consisted of establishing human rights and their 

violations; therefore, the work was the unprecedented investigation and the following 

establishment of the violations carried out by states that could represent a threat to the 

world peace. Of course, the burden of the Second World War was extremely heavy on the 

shoulders of the whole world, and the aim of the international effort of the post-war period 

was to never allow the terrors of the World War to happen again. This is evident in the 

words of Laugier, who declared that the extremely important role of the Commission, so 

the establishment of means to monitor the actions of the states towards the respect of the 
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human rights and the creation of means in order to maintain the world peace at a national 

level, might have changed the events that triggered World War II.95 

The international community was finally moving altogether towards the establishment of 

universal human rights and the creation of international organizations and bodies entitled to 

protect these rights in order to let the terrors of World War II never happen again. From the 

words of Laugier, the relevance of the United Nations and of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights appears fundamental. Not only it was necessary to establish common 

standards of human rights protected by the law, but the creation of monitoring bodies and 

legally binding instruments was compelling. Also, the relevance of the violations of human 

rights within a single nation were finally acknowledged as a menace and a threat to the 

world peace. At the same time, the role of the Commission was also extremely complicated 

and difficult, because it implied the creation of a body of mechanisms (for the first time) 

that could act super-partes in relation of the states. 

The creation of a Human Rights Commission was finally established and these were the 

tasks that were entrusted to it: drafting an International Declaration, drafting a covenant and 

provisions for implementations. In other words, the Commission had to develop legally 

binding protocols that could be ratified by all the member nations and delineate the 

structure of an International Court of Human Rights.96 From this facts and abstracts, it is 

striking that a big portion of the world had realized that real actions needed to be taken in 

order to protect the development and freedom of every person in the world, because free 

individuals can create free societies based on the respect of common standards of peace. 

But although the majority of nations during the postwar period desired the promotion of 

peace in order to recover from the war, important political interests were at stake. Indeed, in 

order to achieve the realization of the Declaration, Eleanor Roosevelt had to constantly 

fight against the Cold War politics, the individual interests of the nations and the different 

political waves within the delegations, and against the fear of the threats to national 

sovereignty. She constantly reminded her audience the importance of the creation of a 
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Universal Declaration of Human rights to protect the world from the terror of war and 

promote a stable peace while allowing the development of free societies in friendly 

relations among each other. This declaration, to be understandable from everyone, had to 

display a universal language, in order to be valid and embraceable from the nations whole 

world, and not the mere display of the Western society’s will.97 To address the political 

pressure carried out by both the United States and the Soviet Union, Eleanor Roosevelt 

gave a speech at the Sorbonne, in Paris, called “The Struggle for Human Rights”, in which 

she expressed the capital importance of the protection of human freedom worldwide and 

the necessity to draft a universal declaration of strong moral value, if not legally binding. It 

is important to remember that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights has a great moral 

value and it displays the hopes of people in order to guarantee peace, freedom and equality 

in the world, but it is not a legally binding document. The legally binding part is the one 

relating the Covenants of Human Rights; if they are accepted and ratified by a country, they 

have the power of a treaty and they must therefore be respected. If the Declaration can be 

considered as rather short, the Covenants are the tool to add more rights and freedom and to 

ensure their fulfillment.98 

In the first lines of this speech, Eleanor Roosevelt makes a reference to France as the soil of 

the French Revolution and birthplace of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the 

Citizen. In the speech, she explains that the mission of the United Nations and of the 

adherent countries is the promotion of human, social and cultural rights, in order to 

guarantee freedom and equality to all the people in the world, without any distinction. This 

mission is not new, but is the same one fought during the French and the American 

revolutions, transposed in the postwar global context. Considering the outcomes of the XIX 

Century, Eleanor Roosevelt states that the world must now to reunite in a joined effort to 

preserve human freedom, for the individual and for the society this individual lives in. 

International peace and security are absolutely necessary in order to guarantee democracy 

and freedom, and to allow the individuals to live in a free and equal society. To be defined 
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as free and democratic, a society must grant every individual, without discriminations of 

any sort, the legal right to beneficiate of the same rights as everyone else. 99 

Finally, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was approved by the United Nations 

General Assembly at its plenary meeting on December 10, 1948, and it is in the Preamble 

that the United Nations recognize that “the inherent dignity and the equal and inalienable 

rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace 

in the world”.100 By reading the Preamble (and the following articles) we can infer that the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights became the realization of what the French 

Revolution and the American Revolution tried to achieve but with the experience of the 

World Wars and the new awareness of the need of inalienable, universal and 

unquestionable human rights for the people of the whole world. In this part, it is important 

to note that the belief of the universality of the rights and of the equality of the “human 

family” are finally a reality, considered in the main interest of the nations united for the 

realization of this pledge. It is also crucial to note the use of the expression “social 

progress”, stated  in the fifth paragraph of the preamble itself: 

The peoples of the United Nations have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human 

rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of men and women and 

have determined to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom.101 

This excerpt has a great relevance for the matter of this thesis, because it mentions the 

concept of social progress enquired in the second chapter, which the Illuminists considered 

as the natural development of the wellbeing of society, only possible thanks to the spread of 

the lumières in the whole world and through the adoption of a free, independent and public 

education. But our investigation on the necessity of universal human rights acknowledged 
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by the whole world (or a large part of it) was necessary in order to let our dissertation 

follow a logic direction. If it is true that education must be protected as a inalienable human 

right, this cannot be possible in a society that does not recognize the entirety of the 

fundamental rights of every individual. And this is understandable by reading the fifth 

paragraph of the preamble mentioned above: to improve the standards of life of every man 

and woman in the world, it is necessary to guarantee them dignity, worth and freedom: in 

other words, the fundamental human rights. These will produce as natural outcome the 

development of a fairer society which will be able to guarantee them further rights, such as 

the right to education, and the virtuous cycle predicted by Condorcet and Helvétius will 

have the possibility to take place. Nevertheless, this consideration might induce the reader 

to think that some rights have to come before others and are therefore in a hierarchical 

position. We can declare that in order to produce educated citizens, the whole society must 

have the possibility to benefit from the fundamental human rights and guarantee a safe and 

healthy social environment. In other words, if a government does not grant its citizens 

dignity, freedom and equality, it will be hard for the population to have access to education. 

Or maybe, they will have access to it, but it definitely will not be an independent system of 

schooling aiming at what is best for students. If the government protects the citizens, 

granting them their fundamental rights, among which we can find the right of education, it 

appears clear that the promotion of social progress follows as logical consequence. A free 

people in a free society can take the time to improve its education and make new 

discoveries and spread new knowledge that will improve the wellbeing of the whole society 

itself. And in fact, this statement is indirectly supported by the conclusion on the Preamble, 

where it is explained that education and human rights are intrinsically related and they 

contribute together to the formation of a free society. Once these human rights are 

promoted, protected and achieved as a standard for every people and every nation in the 

world, social progress will be partially achieved.102 Hence, thanks to these rights, it will be 

possible to build a virtuous society; the wellbeing of society will then allow people to study 

and improve the wellbeing of society through new discoveries in art, science and every 
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realm knowledge.103 In conclusion, a good and independent education cannot be granted in 

a tyrannical context and at the same time, education is considered the tool to support these 

rights in terms of their circulation, respect through the legal system and by the adoption of 

progressive measures to ensure their fulfillment. Thus, it is evident that the role of 

schooling is therefore absolutely necessary for the creation of a free society, because only 

an educated people is aware of the necessity of the respect of the fundamental human 

rights, and only an educated people possesses the means to make sure that those rights are 

respected and protected by the government, for example by choosing a good and wise 

ruling class.104 

After declaring, in Article 25, the right for everyone to have an adequate standard of living 

and wellbeing for himself and his family, the Universal Declaration Of Human Rights 

proceeds by stating and defining the right to education. The position of the articles makes 

evident and confirms the above-stated thesis that the very nature of a good standard of 

living and wellbeing is to be connected to the right to a proper education.105 

As stated by Article 26: 

 

1. Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and 

fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional 

education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all 

on the basis of merit.106 

 

The article goes on by stating that the goal of education must be the development of the 

human personality as a whole, while at the same time it must play a crucial role in the 

spreading of the strong belief that human rights and fundamental freedoms must be 

protected and implemented. This is finally the universal formal achievement of Education 
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as a double right. If its first task is to help people develop their abilities and their 

personalities, it must, at the same time, strengthen the importance of the human rights in the 

awareness of every individual. Indeed, considering the outcomes of the wars and the 

violations of the human rights, in order to see them becoming the milestones of the 

societies of the future, they must be included in the educational programs. Moreover, by 

promoting the human rights and the fundamental freedoms at a universal level, education 

necessarily enhances respect, tolerance and friendship among all people and countries in 

the world. Finally, Article 26 states that parents and families must have the right to choose 

what type of education they want for their children. This is relevant, because it embodies 

the right of choice of every person: families must be free to decide what they want to 

believe in and how they want out children to be educated. Once again, we notice that a 

standardized education is not the most desirable choice when the aspired outcome is to 

enhance a free education that will promote rights and freedoms for everyone.107 Moreover, 

we can state that we have the formal confirmation that Condorcet had anticipated what 

would have become the content of Article 26 itself. 

Considering that education was first included among the fundamental rights with the Acte 

Constitutionnel du 24 Juin 1793 (Constitution of Year I) , it is good to make a comparison 

between Article 22 of the Acte Constitutionnel du Juin 1793 and the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, to see how far civilization has come with the recognition of the necessity 

of this right, its universality and its protection. 

Article 22:  “L'instruction est le besoin de tous. La société doit favoriser de tout son 

pouvoir les progrès de la raison publique, et mettre l'instruction à la portée de tous les 

citoyens.” 108 

(Literal Translation : Everyone needs education. Society must favor, with all its powers, the 

progress of public reason, and make education available for all the citizens). 

 
107 Ibidem. 
108 Acte Constitutionnel du 24 Juin 1793, website : https://www.conseil-

constitutionnel.fr/les-constitutions-dans-l-histoire/constitution-du-24-juin-1793 (Last 

visited: October 2, 2019). 

https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/les-constitutions-dans-l-histoire/constitution-du-24-juin-1793
https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/les-constitutions-dans-l-histoire/constitution-du-24-juin-1793


70 
 

By comparing the two articles, we can claim that the Enlightenment produced the 

intellectual and the legal basis towards a deeper understanding of the necessity of the right 

to education, which will be legitimated by the statements included in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. If during the XVIII Century the awareness of the need to 

education made its presumptuous entrance in the French Constitution and therefore started 

to occupy a relevant role in the governments’ agendas, it is only with the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights that it assumes a universal and general character. 

Specifically, it is with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that we finally see the 

virtual establishment of Universal Human Rights; although this sentence may look like it 

only contains a mere repetition of words, “Human Rights” , and the concept of “universal” 

have a powerful meaning and require an explanation. 109  

First of all: even if the idea of the human rights is connected and absolutely necessary for 

the development of a good and democratic society based on justice, it is not simply related 

to that. Indeed, “the human rights idea declares that every individual has legitimate claims 

upon his or her own society for certain freedoms and benefits”.110 These rights, specified by 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, can be categorized as civil, political, economic 

and social rights. The specificity of the human rights, according to Henkin, is that human 

beings are entitled to them, because every person has him or her own individual worth that 

must be morally and legally respected. The concept of human rights implies therefore that, 

considering that all men and women are equally entitled to these undeniable rights, every 

man and woman in the world must be free and able to live in an environment that respects 

and protect his or her worth. It is the logical consequence then that the declaration and 

recognition of Human Rights lead to the creation and the implementation of a noble and 

righteous society based on common inalienable rights. 

For what concerns the concept of universality, the real turning point towards it is the virtual 

recognition and acceptance from all nations in the world of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights. If governments in the whole world pledge to adhere to it, they implicitly 
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ensure the respect of human rights in their country and therefore contribute to the 

development of their countries towards a democratic direction. Thus, if every country 

endorses the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the whole world universally accepts 

that human beings are entitled to certain human rights and the creation of righteous 

governments will be nothing but the logical consequence of this trend. 

By comparing Article 22 of the Constitution of Year I and Article 26 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, it is remarkable how education has now finally become a 

defined duty of society to its citizens.111 If the illuminists, as explained in the dedicated 

chapter, did not all agree on the necessity of a compulsory public education system, the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights finally states that the early stages of education have 

to be free, and that elementary education has to be compulsory. This is relevant because 

this milestone of democracy upon which the constitutions of the nations of the whole world 

have been built after World War II, gives absolute legal legitimacy to what this dissertation 

is about. Public education, at least at the elementary level, needs to be free for everyone in 

every country in the world, but this is not sufficient. It must be compulsory too, because 

every person in the world must receive the intellectual tools to develop his or her 

“intellectual organs”, it is to say the means to develop his or her personality following the 

respect and the protection of human rights. (Art 26 Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights).112 The right to education is indeed the only human right that can give the 

possibility to an individual to develop his or her own moral and intellectual faculties, 

especially in the light of the successive production of a democratic society. 113 An educated 

child will indeed tend to be a responsible adult in the future, able to elect a virtuous 

government or to take part in the formation of his or her own society, through the respect of 

the rule of law, justice and liberties and by protecting the human rights, as predicted and 

hoped by the Illuminists. At the same time, education is the only tool that can give to a 
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person living in an underdeveloped country or in disadvantaged conditions the possibility 

to lift him or herself up from such conditions and reach the life he or her, like everyone else 

in the world, deserves. 

For this reason, education is not only a means to develop the human personality as a whole, 

but is also the channel towards which is possible to convey and spread the importance of 

the human rights around the world and constitute democratic societies, based on friendly 

relationships among each other. As already stated several times, a public system that 

follows righteous and independent schooling programs, based on democracy, freedom and 

liberties while supporting, promoting and propagating universal human rights as a standard 

for its reforms and laws, can only shape good and virtuous future generations. These future 

generations, raised in the light of freedom and liberty and encouraged to fully develop 

themselves, can in turn produce good future societies, respectful of the human rights around 

the whole world. And here lays the merveille (splendor) of the real social progress: future 

generations, thanks to their strong faith in the respect of human rights (among which the 

right to education) will be able to constitute honorable and virtuous societies, whose 

foundations will be justice, democracy and cooperation among each other. 

 

3. After the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: the protection of the right to 

education under the United Nations normative framework 

The right to education is, as it has been widely explained in the previous paragraph, a 

human right, but it is also absolutely necessary for the exercise and the enjoyment of all the 

other human rights. It is a right that needs the respect of the other rights to be fulfilled, and 

that needs to be fulfilled itself to enable the enjoyment of the other rights. It is an 

empowering right, which means that it can be used by people living in the most 

disadvantaged conditions to emerge from poverty and to enjoy their natural place in 

society. The relevance of the right makes therefore clear why it is guaranteed in at least 48 

legally binding instruments, 23 of which are soft law instruments and 28 are regional.114 
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The study carried out in this paragraph will only focus on the legally binding instruments of 

the United Nations for the protection of the right to education, and it is mainly based on the 

UNESCO report “The Right to Education Handbook”, already provided in the study carried 

out in the first chapter. 

The protection of education as a human right is actualized by the United Nations through 

several human rights treaties. These treaties constitute the conventional human rights law 

and are concluded by international organizations; afterwards, they can be ratified, assessed, 

approved or accepted by the states, which give in this way their consent to be legally bound 

to the treaty.115 The most important treaties that protect education and that are for this 

reason included in this paragraph are: the Convention against Discrimination in Education  

(1960), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966), and the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). 

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has a deeply relevant 

role for the establishment of the full range of the Human Rights in the United Nations 

framework, because, alongside with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and 

the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966), comprises the International 

Bill of Rights and ensures the respect of the whole entirety of the human rights, in treaty 

form.116 

The importance of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

regarding education is understandable from Article 13, the most complete article on 

education available in international law.117 

Article 13 states: 

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant  recognize the right of everyone to education. They 

agree that education shall be directed to  the full development of the human personality  and the 

sense of its dignity, and shall strengthen  the respect for human rights and fundamental  freedoms. 

They further agree that education  shall enable all persons to participate effectively  in a free 
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society, promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations and all racial, ethnic or 

religious groups, and further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.118 

The Article proceeds by presenting a number of further implementations that are of capital 

importance. First of all, point 2 states that primary education must be compulsory for all, 

while at the same time it must be available and free for all.119 Indeed, if education is a right, 

primary schools must be attended by everyone in order to achieve a minimum level of 

literacy that will enable them to be independent citizens. At the same time, it is among the 

duties of states to guarantee access to education for everyone, which inevitably implies the 

need for primary schools to be free, accessible and available in the whole territory of the 

state. 

Furthermore, the Article claims the necessity to support the access to secondary education 

too. When we talk about secondary education, we also imply technical and vocational 

secondary education. Hence, if people want to proceed with further levels of education, 

academic or technical, they must have the right and the possibility to do so. To allow this, 

states must make secondary education available and accessible; the most desirable way to 

do so is by making this sort of education free. Higher education must also be available and 

accessible for everyone; ideally, the access to higher education must be based on the merit 

of the students.120 

Another interesting aspect of the Article, inferable from the following lines, is that it does 

not only concern the education of children. Hence, if the right to education must be 

universal, adults who could not accomplish their education in their young years must have 

the possibility to attend schools, too, otherwise the principle of non-discrimination would 

not be fulfilled. 121 
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Finally, the Article claims that states must actively work for the development of a schooling 

system, available and accessible for all. This implies the practical obligation of states to 

economically and structurally invest in the improvements of the schooling system. 

Moreover, it logically follows that in order to achieve a good quality schooling system, 

teachers must be coherently trained and prepared, so states must necessarily invest in the 

proper training and support of teachers, too. At the same time, states must work in order to 

provide good material conditions for schools, which means that the buildings must be safe 

and that schools must be equipped with all the necessary materials to carry out useful 

lessons.122 

By reading this Article, it is incontestable that the work of the acts and declarations 

analyzed in the earlier pages is displayed, promoted and enhanced in this Covenant and that 

this Article achieves the highest level of completeness of contents on the matter so far.  

Article 14 of the Covenant forces State parties of the treaty that have not achieved the 

results imposed on the previous article to implement their public, free and compulsory 

elementary system within two years; thus, not only the minimum necessary requirements of 

public education have been established, but thanks to Article 14, they must be implemented 

in a defined period of time. Article 2 of the Covenant proclaims the principle of non-

discrimination, which if read with Article 13, guarantees the aspect of universality to the 

right to education. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) considers as “children” all the human 

beings under 18 years of age and is one of the most widely ratified treaties of all times (the 

only state that has not ratified it is the United States).123  The Article related to the 

recognition of education as a legal right for every child is Article 28, and it has a wide 

correspondence with the above-mentioned Article 13 of the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Article 28 refers to the right of education but, this is 

seen and considered under the light of its application for children, and with particular 

 
122Ibidem. 
123 Archer, D., Giannini, S., Right To Education Handbook, p 53. 
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attention to the respect of its obligations.124 This Article has a very similar content of the 

one expressed in Article 13, but the particular concern towards the protection of children 

adds specific issues that must be observed, such as the intervention of the government to 

reduce drop-out rates, the guarantee of the child dignity in the discipline measures taken by 

the schools and the enhancement of international cooperation in education, in order to fight 

global illiteracy.125 Again, Article 2(1) of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

prohibits discrimination, making therefore even stronger the universal character of Article 

28 , by granting education to everyone without any sort of discrimination. 

To complete our analysis, the last convention to examine is the Convention Against 

Discrimination in Education (1960). Chronologically, this Convention should have been the 

first to be investigated; but technically, it is an UNESCO normative instrument and the first 

tool of the United Nations entirely dedicated to education. Moreover, it does not permit any 

reservation, so it belongs to a slightly different categorization.126 After defining 

discrimination in the first two articles, basically defined as any distinction leading to a 

difference of treatment, and explaining the measures that need to be put into action in order 

to fight it, Article 4 and Article 5 directly refer to the right to education without 

discrimination.  

Article 4 and Article 5 are similar to Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights and Articles 28 and 29 of the Convention of the Rights of the 

Child, but with the clarification that the conditions of education must be equal in every 

school system, in terms of the quality of institutions, education and teaching provided.127 

 
124 Convention on The Rights of The Child, 1989, website: 

https://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/1990/09/19900902%200314%20AM/Ch_IV_11p.pdf , 

(Last visited: September, 13, 2019), pp 12-14. 
125 Archer, D., Giannini, S., Right To Education Handbook, 53. 
126 Ibidem, p 57. 
127 Convention Against Discrimination in Education, 1960, website: 

http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-

URL_ID=12949&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html (Last visited: 

September 29, 2019). 

 

https://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/1990/09/19900902%200314%20AM/Ch_IV_11p.pdf
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=12949&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=12949&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
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From the beginning of this Convention we can infer that it can be considered as the display 

of the progress of society towards the full accomplishment of the right to education in the 

world. Indeed, the starting point of the Convention is the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights asserting the right to education for everyone and prohibiting discrimination in every 

environment of human life. Logically, discrimination in education is a violation of the 

Human Rights stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and considering that 

the task of the UNESCO is the promotion of collaboration among nations by and for the 

sustainment of universal education and equal opportunities, it is a consequent duty of 

UNESCO to seek and protect the universality of education and equal schooling 

opportunities. 

Article 4 has a sort of an introductory role for the right to education, while it summarizes 

the achievements accomplished by international law and readable in the previously 

mentioned treaties. Basically, it states that primary education must be free, compulsory and 

available for everyone without discrimination; secondary and higher education must be 

accessible on the basis of individual merits; attendance of primary school must be 

controlled by the law and training for the teachers must be provided without 

discrimination.128 

It is with Article 5, though, that the real promotion of the right to education is addressed in 

its whole entirety. Hence, this article claims that the aim of education must be the full 

development of human personality, and at the same time, the enforcement of the respect for 

the human rights and freedom must be strongly enhanced. Clearly, this articles gives 

normative legitimacy to all the premises that this dissertation had established in the first 

two chapters. The article proceeds by stating that education must necessarily promote the 

understanding and friendship among all peoples and cultures, with no discrimination, and 

that education must be directed to the enhancement of the activities of the United Nations 

for the support of the world peace.129 

 
128 Ibidem. 
129 Ibidem. 
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This statement embodies the whole reason of existence of UNESCO and it goes straight to 

the core of the necessity to support the right to education with legally binding instruments. 

In conclusion, this article supports one more time this thesis: education has a capital 

importance in the development of the individual and it is the only way to make a person 

learn and respect the meaning of human rights and freedoms. It must be supported because 

if it is well directed towards peace and friendship among all nations it is the key to promote 

perpetual peace in the whole world. 

For completeness, it is important to be aware of the existence of the Convention on 

Technical and Vocational Education among the normative instruments of UNESCO for the 

promotion of the right to education. 130 This Convention was adopted on November 10, 

1989, and entered into force on August 29, 1991. This normative instrument protects the 

right to enjoy equal access to technical and vocational education (examined in Articles 

1,2,3,4,5). It includes monitoring and complain mechanisms, but has received only eighteen 

ratifications.131 Considering the extremely low number of ratifications and adherence, 

according to the Right to Education Initiative, UNESCO might revise this instrument or 

substitute it.132 

To be thorough, the United Nations have implemented the instruments to reach the 

universality of the right to education and its promotion without any discrimination with 

many other treaties: The International Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial 

Discrimination (1965), the Convention on Elimination of all forms of Discrimination 

against Women (1979), the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all 

Migrant Workers and Members of their Families (1990), and finally the Convention on the 

 
130 Convention on Technical and Vocational Education, website:  

http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-

URL_ID=13059&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html (Last visited:  

September 28, 2019). 

131 Right to Education, “UNESCO Instruments”, 2018, website: https://www.right-to-

education.org/page/unesco-instruments (Last visited, October 2, 2019). 
132 Ibidem. 

http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=13059&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=13059&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
https://www.right-to-education.org/page/unesco-instruments
https://www.right-to-education.org/page/unesco-instruments
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Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006), but they will be analyzed in the last chapter, in 

relation to the results achieved by the global agendas and the open challenges for the future. 
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CHAPTER 4 

The implementation of the right to education at the national and international level 

 

1. Implementation of the right to education: the role of the State 

The primary actor responsible for the protection and promotion of education as explained in 

the previous paragraph is the State. The right to education, indeed, puts states in the 

condition of respecting legal obligations when it comes to promoting reforms on the matter. 

In other words, for what concerns education, states must take action within the boundaries 

allowed by international human rights law.133 In particular, considering all the legal 

obligations previously analyzed, states must act and implement the goals of education, 

achieve the elimination of discrimination in every educating context (and in society too), 

and guarantee a free and compulsory universal primary education. For what concerns the 

secondary levels of education, free education must be available and accessible, while 

further education must be accessible on the basis of individual abilities. The state must 

guarantee a free and universal continuative system of education and complete the education 

of those who have not received or completed primary education. It must guarantee the 

training of teachers, allowing educational quality standard and protecting a safe learning 

environment. If every person must have the right to enjoy education, every individual must 

have the educational freedom, which means that every individual must have the opportunity 

to choose what to study or what institutions apply to, in observance with his or her own 

personal culture and beliefs. Obviously, education must be carried out following the 

principles of freedom and equality, therefore the human rights must be taught in order to 

educate citizens that will believe in the human rights and promote certain righteous values. 

This might sound like common sense but it is actually a legal obligation for the state: if it 

can decide upon certain practical matters of education, the state must, with no exceptions, 

promote and actualize education following the human rights normative framework.134 

 
133Archer, D., Giannini, S., Right To Education Handbook, p 28. 
134 Ibidem, p 29. 
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The role of the State and its legal obligations imply that the State must progressively or 

immediately take measures towards the implementation of education using the maximum 

available resources and without any sort of discrimination.135  

With a deep examination of the government human rights obligations connected to 

education, it can be useful to delineate the 4-As scheme: making education available, 

accessible, acceptable and adaptable.136 This scheme was elaborated by Katarina 

Tomaševski, former United Nations Special Rapporteur on Education to help States 

understanding their legal obligations. This scheme is definitely useful to understand the 

very wide dimension of the right to education, which embodies all the human rights: civil, 

political, economic, social and cultural human rights.137 The 4-As scheme peculiarity is that 

while clarifying the government duties to education and finally explaining how is it implied 

with the full spectrum of human rights, it gives the possibility to understand the right to 

education itself, the rights included in education and the rights achievable and enjoyable 

through education.138 Availability and accessibility of education logically concern the realm 

of the right to education. Availability is relevant to the duties of the government to promote 

education; practically, it means that the government must provide the establishment of 

schooling institutions, both public and private, and economically sustain them. At the same 

time, the government must give teachers the proper training to provide a high quality 

education at all levels. 

For what concerns the accessibility, the state must eliminate all the barriers that obstacle the 

enjoyment of the right to education. These barriers can be of different sort and must in any 

case be eliminated, in order to make the access to public education must actually available 

 
135

 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, Art, 2. 
136Tomaševski, K., Right to Education Primers No.3, Human Rights Obligations: making 

education available, accessible, acceptable and adaptable, Swedish International 

Development Cooperation Agency, Sida, Novum Grafiska, AB, Gothenburg, 2001, 

website: https://www.right-to-education.org/resource/primer-no-3-human-rights-

obligations-making-education-available-accessible-acceptable-and (Last visited: 

September, 15, 2019). 
137 Ibidem, pp 9-11.  
138 Ibidem, p 12. 

https://www.right-to-education.org/resource/primer-no-3-human-rights-obligations-making-education-available-accessible-acceptable-and
https://www.right-to-education.org/resource/primer-no-3-human-rights-obligations-making-education-available-accessible-acceptable-and
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for everyone. To make this happen, the state must compulsory eliminate all sort of 

obstacles to education, related to discriminating, financial, legal or administrative barriers. 

The acceptability of education is connected to the rights intrinsically existent in education 

itself. This government duty implication is about, first and foremost, the recognition of 

children as entitled to human rights. The logical consequence to this is that considering that 

children are subjects of rights, they deserve the respect of certain and determined standards 

inside the schooling institutions, which can be the quality of the education and the safety of 

the environment. At the same time, being children free to enjoy their rights (among which 

the freedom of choice), parents can decided which institutions they want to enroll their kids 

in, following their beliefs and cultural orientation. Of course, the action of the government 

must be based on the respect of the human rights in the organization of schools and towards 

the protection of citizens (children in this case, but not only them). For this reason, the 

government must impede censorship in academic environments. If education is free and 

independent, censorship cannot exist in its realm because it would be in contrast with the 

inherent characteristics of the right of education itself. 

Adaptability is probably the more complex duty of the government regarding education, 

because it concerns the actual possibility for everyone to enjoy education and the rights 

conveyable through education, especially when individuals find themselves in 

disadvantaged situations. For what is related to the rights connected to education, 

adaptability involves the duty of the state to protect children belonging to minorities, 

working children, children of migrants or children with disabilities. In a righteous society 

based on the respect and the implementation of human rights, it is the government 

obligation, within its jurisdiction, to protect those categories that have special needs and 

therefore require further protection. In a democracy, thus, the government must bear the 

duty of the protection of the weak, in accordance with the freedom of every other citizen. 

This is important because to implement a truly equal system of education, every person’s 

rights and needs must be taken into account and supported, so that every person will be put 

in the conditions to achieve the same goals and enjoy the same opportunities. Every 

individual is different and has different talents and aptitudes; for this reason, the state must 
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be able to adapt programs and schooling offers to the necessity of every child, eliminating 

therefore all sorts of discrimination. Clearly once again, the implications of human rights in 

education and afterwards the consequent legal obligations of the state are overlapping 

among each other. Meanwhile the state must protect minorities and weak categories 

through education, it must also use the schooling system (formal or informal) to convey the 

awareness of some fundamental human rights. These can be, for example, included in the 

battle against oppression and abuse of children, by establishing some age-determined 

rights, for example the prohibition by law of child marriage, child labor or child 

soldiering.139 

 

2. International implementation of the right to education: UNESCO 

The universal recognition of the right to education in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights of 1948 and the adherence of the states to human rights treaties have symbolized the 

agreement of the majority of the nations in the world to pledge to the defense, protection 

and implementation of this rights. If at a national level states must fulfill some specific 

obligations explained in the previous paragraph, it is evident that the international 

implementation of the right to education necessarily requires a collaboration on a further 

level: the international collaboration.140 Considering the implications of the right to 

education in the enjoyment and fulfillment of all the other rights, it is the natural 

consequence that this right cannot exist without international cooperation in each branch of 

society, because individuals live in a globalized context.141 The universality of the right to 

education makes these duties compulsory both for developed and developing countries, and 

it does not only involve the construction of schools and the funding of institutions. Indeed, 

if education begins in the family environment and is therefore rooted within society itself 

 
139 Ibidem, pp 12-15. 
140 Tomaševski, K., Right to Education Primers No.3, Human Rights Obligations: making 

education available, accessible, acceptable and adaptable. 
141 Adiseshiah, M. S., “International co-operation”, in Mialaret, G., The Child’s Right to 

Education, UNESCO, Imprimerie des presses Universitaires de France, Vendôme, Paris, 

1979, pp 233-250. 
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(as underlined by Piaget), the entirety of the aspects of society must be taken into account 

and improved to allow the individual to fully develop his or her whole self in a healthy 

environment.142 This claim implies that the role of the state and international organization 

towards the protection of the right to education involves at the same time the guarantee of a 

healthy society, built under the rule of law and the international values of justice, freedom 

and democracy. 

Education, in the globalized era, has the same historical tasks that it had in the past, such as 

learning experiences, skills and knowledge to promote the harmonic and complete 

development of the individual to allow him to live a happy and meaningful life within 

society, applied to the complexity of the contemporary context. Consequently, the world 

engagement towards its realization and promotion, so the defense and implementation of 

the right to education, cannot be separated from the economical, legal and social sphere of 

society.143 This effort to coordinate education and international cooperation is embodied by 

UNESCO.144 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, it is to say, 

UNESCO, is a specialized body of the United Nations founded in November, 11, 1945 in 

Paris. In referring to UNESCO, it is necessary to make a clarification: this UN body is a 

nation-state based UN agency located in Paris, but it is not a single-body organization. 

Indeed, UNESCO is helped and affiliated by a great number of NGOs and it is composed 

by several regional and national centers, institutions and commissions, therefore its 

composition is characterized by a great plurality of actors.145 

 
142 Ibidem, p 234. 
143 François, L., The right to Education. From proclamation to achievement (1948-1968), 

UNESCO, Berger-Levrault, Paris, 1968, pp 18-24. 

144 Ibidem, p 94. 
145 Seeger, A., Understanding UNESCO: “A complex organization with many parts and 

many actors”, Journal of Folklore Research, Vol. 52, No. 2-3, UNESCO on the ground: 

Local Perspectives on Global Policy for Intangible Cultural Heritage (May/December 

2015), pp 269-280. 
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UNESCO’s missions include the promotion of peace, international cooperation, poverty 

eradication, lasting development and dialogue among different cultures and countries. It 

also has other tasks towards which it promotes friendship and collaboration among nations, 

such as natural sciences, social and human sciences, culture, communication and 

information.146 

 

3. The Constitution of UNESCO: mission, vision and functions 

The core of UNESCO’s concerns and goals can be found in its very own Constitution.147 

Indeed, it is in the Preamble that it is stated that the conditions of a stable, real and 

universal war peace are to be found not only upon political and economic international 

agreements, but also “upon the intellectual and moral solidarity of mankind”.148 Thus, the 

Preamble is enunciating the conditions of existence of UNESCO itself: according to this 

reasoning, if the wars have been caused by ignorance and suspicion against men, they must 

be avoided through political and economic arrangements and cultural means at the same 

time. This means that the building of peace begins in the minds of men and women. For 

this reason, what men and women think, which descends from their knowledge and culture, 

must descend from righteous moral values. For this reason, the Preamble states that the 

spreading of culture and education of humanity towards justice, freedom and peace is 

impellent for the existence of human dignity.149 If the actions of men and women begin 

their development in their thoughts, the importance of freedom, justice and peace and the 

respect of human dignity must permeate every aspect of the international community and 

become the core values on which societies are built. 

 
146 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, (UNESCO), 

UNESCO and Education, UNESCO, Paris, 2011, p 7. 

147 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 

Constitution, http://www.unesco.org/education/pdf/UNESCO_E.PDF. Last visited: 

September 13, 2019). 
148 Ibidem, p 2. 
149 Ibidem. 

http://www.unesco.org/education/pdf/UNESCO_E.PDF


86 
 

Hence, states must all work to enable the realization of these conditions, in order to 

guarantee the freedom of individuals in a free world and promote the universality of human 

rights. Logically, in this specific globalized context, states cannot reach this goal without 

cooperating among each other in the defense of democracy and liberties; to achieve this, 

states must communicate and exchange knowledge and ideas, in order to successfully 

understand each other’s culture, vision and beliefs and contribute altogether to the 

realization of progress in a peaceful world.150 For all these reasons, the role of UNESCO, 

especially when it was founded in 1945, definitely did not look easy nor simple and it had 

(and still has) to cover an incredibly large spectrum of functions and objectives. This 

paragraph will look at the goals of UNESCO and how the organization works in order to 

fulfill them. 

First of all, UNESCO has the goal to promote peace and friendship among the nations of 

the whole world through education; but the World Wars and especially World War II 

proved that hatred and terror could also arise inside educated nations with a long history of 

art, knowledge and culture. Therefore, in the postwar era a prior preoccupation was the 

creation and the diffusion of educative programs that were totally different from the 

existing ones, because otherwise, the same mistakes were going to be made again. 

Second, education and knowledge need to reach the poorest parts of the populations in the 

world, and not only the academic environments in the developed countries, already 

orientated towards the sharing of knowledge through international cooperation in order to 

reach common goals. The fastest and easiest way to overcome this problem found by 

UNESCO was the use of mass media communication, mostly in English, so as to spread 

knowledge everywhere in the world and allow everyone to benefit from the basis of 

education in an understandable language. 

Third, a big problem lays in the very core of the actions of UNESCO: how can this 

Organization promote the importance of education, knowledge, friendship and peace 

among all nations in the world when some of these nations do not believe in peace, 

 
150 Ibidem. 
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democracy and freedom in the first place? How can friendship exist between a democratic 

country whose foundations are based on the respect of the inherent liberties, human rights 

and freedoms of all human beings, and a country based on a totalitarian, tyrannical form of 

government?151 

These arguments give a first overlook regarding how complex and difficult the mission of 

UNESCO looked from the very beginning. But they also are proof of the fact that the world 

had finally decided to take action in order to prevent the horrors of war again, and that no 

one was ever going to be left behind in this extreme march towards perpetual peace for the 

whole world. 

As already anticipated, the purposes of UNESCO are stated in its Constitution and in 

particular at its very beginning. The first sentenced proclaimed in Article 1 confirms what 

has been sustained in this thesis since the first chapter: the best way to promote peace and 

collaboration among the nations of the world is through the diffusion of knowledge, 

education, science and culture. This is valid because, as explained in chapter 1, education 

does not only imply the learning of notions, but it also concerns the deep understanding and 

internalization of values that are absolutely necessary to live within a peaceful society and 

among other people. Indeed, as claimed in the first chapter and validated by the Illuminists, 

in the UNESCO Constitution we can once again find the strong belief that it is through the 

spread of education that the respect for justice, rule of law, human rights and fundamental 

freedoms without distinction can be conveyed. 152 

Article 1 of UNESCO Constitution: 

The purpose of the Organization is to contribute to peace and security by promoting 

collaboration among the nations through education, science and culture in order to further 

universal respect for justice, for the rule of law and for the human rights and fundamental 

 
151 Bryson, Lyman, “UNESCO”, The Journal of Higher Education, Vol. 17, No.9, Taylor 

& Francis LTD, Dec 1946, pp 453-454. 
152 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, (UNESCO) 

Constitution. 
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freedoms which are affirmed for the peoples of the world, without distinction of race, sex, language 

or religion, by the Charter of the United Nations.153 

For the realization of its goals, specifically the contribution to peace and security through 

the collaboration among nations and peoples, UNESCO will promote the advancement of 

mutual knowledge and enhance the spread of culture by using mass communication means, 

to achieve the widest distribution of ideas possible. Considering that the UNESCO’s 

mission includes the realization of full and equal opportunities for education for everyone, 

it is among its tasks to mobilize the international community for the protection and the 

promotion of education as a human right without discrimination. For this reason, UNESCO 

has periodical monitoring activities, carried out through its Consultations on the 

Implementation of the Convention against Discrimination in Education and through 

participation in the United Nations works. 154 

Article 2 of the UNESCO Constitution is useful to see what instruments this organization 

actually uses to fulfill its purposes and to sustain the thesis that international cooperation is 

impellent in order to protect and to successfully sustain the right to education as a universal 

human right. 

First of all, Article 2.a states that to guarantee the spread of knowledge, science and 

education around the world as basis for peace and collaboration, the means of 

communication need to be improved and shifted from a local level to a global scale. In 

other words, to propagate a massive volume of books around the world, it is necessary to 

shift from standard communication, enough for a national area, to a form of mass 

communication, able to reach a consistently wider area. In order to make the use of the 

means of mass communication useful and to actually permit the great circulations of ideas, 

 
153 Ibidem, p 3. 
154United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Right to 

Education at a glance, Education Sector Technical Notes, 2013, website: 

file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/fonti%20tesi/UNESCO%20E%20RIGHT%20TO%20EDU/u

nesco%20rte%20at%20a%20glance.pdf (Last visited: September 28, 2019). 
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books and publications, the Constitution of UNESCO suggests the utilization of 

international agreements, to legally sustain and support international cooperation.155 

Second, Article 2.b regards the support for popular education and for the spread of culture. 

For this purpose, UNESCO collaborates with the Member States so that they can receive 

the proper help for their specific needs. 156 For example, UNESCO has special commissions 

that elaborate peculiar educational plans for primary education or to improve the 

collaboration and joined effort among member states. This aspect assumes a great relevance 

in particular if it is contextualized in the globalized world: the programs and measures for 

primary education cannot be valid and applicable in the whole world, because if the core of 

education itself lays in the fact that it is connected to the whole socioeconomic situation 

and rights, it is logical that its implementation needs to be adapted to the specific context. 

One elucidation is necessary on this topic. The redaction of programs and methods of 

education is not the duty of UNESCO, but of the state itself in its obligation to implement 

the right to education within its jurisdiction. UNESCO though, being the designated 

instrument to promote the right to education, helps Member States to achieve their 

educational goals and supports the communication among nations. Furthermore, it can 

guide its member states through the redaction of documents and the spreading of books and 

educational materials. At the same time, thanks to its monitoring function, UNESCO can 

identify the specific lacks and hardships of some particular areas in the world and suggests 

specific solutions. Once again, the large dimension of the right to education, its huge 

implications and its even wider scope of solutions and measures adoptable do not make it a 

national limited issue, but officially qualify education as  global issue that requires global 

solutions and intercommunication.157 UNESCO can promote investigations, reports, 

thematic conferences on specific topics and guidelines for the creation of schooling 

programs, but the variety of the social, economic and cultural conditions of all the Member 

 
155United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, (UNESCO)  

Constitution, p 3. 
156 Ibidem. 
157 Dottrens, R., La scuola primaria nel mondo. Programmi e piani di studio, Seconda 

Edizione riveduta a cura di Ubaldo Achilli, Armando Editore, Roma, 1971, pp 11-15. 
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States will require specific measures for every single situation. As explained by Torres 

Bodet, claiming the dependence of the success of education on the social and economical 

conditions of the specific country implies saying that the fulfillment of the right to 

education strongly depends on the peculiar economic, social and political conditions of the 

country itself.158 This argument is an additional support to the interdependence of education 

with all the other human rights; but at the same time, shows the necessity for nations to 

cooperate in order to reach this goal. While UNESCO can individuate the problems of 

specific areas, cooperation among states is the only way through which the inequalities can 

be reduced. From the human rights standpoint, ignorance must be fought in order to 

promote and spread the knowledge necessary to build a society that guarantees the social, 

political and economical conditions impellent to enjoy the whole scope of the human rights. 

The interdependence of states for the promotion of education and the spreading of 

knowledge is underlined in Art 2.c. In addition to the protection of the historical heritage of 

culture and knowledge, UNESCO must encourage member states to sign international 

agreements towards this goal. The last part of this article is crucial in regards of the 

indispensability of international cooperation. The meaning of international cooperation 

does not have to be considered as limited to the redaction and ratification of international 

agreements and treaties. If the statement that education needs to be reconsidered in a global 

perspective is true, legal international cooperation is not enough to fulfill all the 

requirements of the implementation of education. In other words, considering the specific 

aspect of the right to education, international cooperation has the goal to help countries 

develop their own educational system, providing quality educational contents respecting the 

local traditions, but at the same time pursuing a full integration with the international 

community. Aid can be dispensed on two different levels: financial help to support, for 

example, institutions in underdeveloped countries, by funding the construction of schools 

or the training and the salaries of teachers; and technical help, involving the work of 

scholars and experts.159 For example, there may be a lack of professors or teachers in some 

countries; sending some scholars from a developed country can be a form of help in order 

 
158 Ibidem, p 17. 
159 François, The right to Education. From proclamation to achievement (1948-1968), p 96. 
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to spread knowledge and train the local teachers. As a matter of fact, the type of 

international cooperation specifically carried out by UNESCO is definitely related to 

intellectual cooperation. If UNESCO promotes the diffusion of all the knowledge available 

in the world to every area of the planet, intellectual cooperation can for example be related 

to the facilitating of the circulation of publications and people, in order to share the means 

and the results of knowledge and education.160 The circulation of people and ideas has a 

meaningful role for the spreading of knowledge on a global scale so that every country can 

have access to education and be updated on the progress of  science and technology. At the 

same time, scholars, scientists and intellectuals are known to happily endorse international 

cooperation in terms of organizing meetings and encouraging the circulation of books and 

ideas; plus, the fact that they are wisely educated makes them the heralds of the promotion 

of justice, freedom and peace.161 

The role of UNESCO, therefore, is to make sure that a high quality education is defended 

and implemented around the world, and that is supported through intellectual cooperation 

and financial help, by monitoring, reporting and ensuring the action and collaboration of 

the nations among themselves. UNESCO works to provide global and regional leadership 

in education, building successful schooling systems of great quality all around the world, 

covering all the stages of human life (from child to adult education), and responding to 

contemporary issues through the actual support of the right to education. It covers all the 

stages of education (primary, secondary, higher education, technical and vocational 

education and training, non-formal education and complementary education for adults) and 

it works in order to guarantee to every individual in the world equal access to the schooling 

systems, without discrimination. 162 The arguments in favor of the necessity of international 

cooperation are definitely related to the historical globalized world context. Taking into 

consideration the new global perspective of life means that an individual is not only a 

citizen of the state he or she lives in, but also a citizen of the world. Globalization, by 
 

160 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, (UNESCO) 

Constitution, p 3. 
161 François, The right to Education. From proclamation to achievement (1948-1968), p 94. 
162 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, (UNESCO), 

UNESCO and Education, UNESCO, Paris, 2011, pp 7-8. 
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canceling time and space thanks to technology and the improvement of communication, 

makes a random event taking place somewhere in the world connected to something else 

going on in the other side of the globe. First and foremost then, international cooperation 

and communication are necessary to keep up with the different incidents taking place all 

around the world. Second, this cooperation cannot only be informative, but it needs to be 

operative and intellectual too. Operative cooperation is necessary to take action to confront 

the events and incidents happening every day around the world, but it cannot be successful 

without the exchange of ideas, methods and knowledge, which altogether compose the 

intellectual communication aiming at the intellectual cooperation. For example, 

international communication can be useful to exchange information when it is necessary to 

undertake action in an unknown field or to face events that are uncommon and 

extraordinary in a certain place. Hence, the mutual interchange of values and knowledge 

gains a great relevance for the creation of better peaceful and friendly relationships among 

people of the whole world.163 

If the developed countries have an historical system of education based on their cultural 

heritage, this does not give less importance to the need for education in developing 

countries. On the contrary, helping the creation and implementation of education in the 

poor countries is a duty of the developed world, as a matter of equity.164 We can infer that 

the developed countries have the duty to promote international cooperation in order to help 

developing countries create and sustain their own schooling system (other than society 

itself), because of the inclusive dimension of the right to education, which is, for the rule of 

law, universal and must be guaranteed to everyone. To achieve this, it is a logical 

consequence that in the international dimension, the more developed countries need to 

guide and help the less developed ones.165  

 
163 Faure., E., Herrera, F., Kaddoura, A.R., Lopes, H., Petrovski, A.V., Rahnema, M., Ward 

F.CH., Rapporto sulle strategie di educazione, Armando Editore, Roma, 1973, pp 43-47. 

164 Ibidem, p 98. 
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Furthermore, one must not take for granted that knowledge produces culture. Indeed, if the 

developed countries have the moral duty to help the developing countries in the creation of 

educational system of good quality, the developing countries themselves can make the 

international community beneficiate from their traditional cultural heritage. Indeed, if these 

countries have not developed modern systems of society, it appears clear that they have 

preserved their traditional culture. Now this traditions, if shared with the international 

community, can give an enormous cultural enrichment to the whole world. Indeed, 

logically, culture and knowledge are different from one another. If knowledge is the result 

of the educational process, culture is crucial to develop a schooling system that is fitting 

with every aspect of one specific society itself, because it will lead to a blended relationship 

between notions and traditional heritage. Hence, to create a successful schooling system in 

a specific country, its historical and cultural traditions must necessarily be considered and 

integrated in the programs and in the pedagogy that lays at the foundations of the schooling 

philosophy. Furthermore, transmitting different values from one country to another can 

only be positive for everyone, because it will help widening the cultural baggage of all the 

actors involved in the interchange.166 However, even if its role has a crucial relevance for 

the whole world, UNESCO is a nongovernmental organization and its power and scope of 

action are limited, sometimes restricting its possibility of maneuver; for example, UNESCO 

can only make suggestions, but it cannot intervene in domestic problems within the 

jurisdiction of the state itself.167 

 

 

 
165 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Inclusive Dimensions 
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4. UNESCO Education Sector: range of  action 

UNESCO works for the implementation of the right to education with the UNESCO’s 

Education Sector, which is the largest department in the whole organization. It employs 400 

people in his staff, its headquarters are in Paris and it is supported by a network of 53 

specialized field offices and centers all around the world.168 According to UNESCO’s 

official documents, its range of action follows five specific directions.169   

The first is that this sector wants to be a “laboratory of ideas”, it is to say that thanks to the 

above-mentioned function of monitoring and individuating the specific issues regarding 

education all around the world, UNESCO is the designated breeding ground of ideas for the 

resolution of the above-mentioned problems.170 

The second activity undertaken by UNESCO is the setting of developing standards, norms 

and guidelines in order to give Member States a general direction towards which they can 

work to implement the right to education. This is called “standard-setting” function and it is 

followed by the UNESCO monitoring function, and will be thoroughly analyzed in the 

following chapters.171 

The third activity engaged by UNESCO is called “clearinghouse” and concerns the 

practical actions that UNESCO can undertake to substantially implement education. These 

are at the very core of education, because they are connected to the creation, diffusion and 

actualization of meaningful educational policies and schemes. This does not mean that 

UNESCO is doing standardized policies ready to be applied by the states, but that the 

organization is responsible for an active guidance in order to help nations to have a clear 

understanding of what they need to do.172 The “clearinghouse” function, so the 

 
168 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), “About 

the Education Sector”, website: https://en.unesco.org/themes/education/about-us (Last 

visited: October 1, 2019). 
169 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, UNESCO and 

Education, p 8. 
170 Ibidem. 
171 Ibidem. 
172 Ibidem. 
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improvement of education through the exchange of information, takes its name from the 

“Education Clearing House”.173 The task of the Education Clearing House is to be in 

contact with all the education institutions around the world and to provide member states, 

individuals and organizations with comparative data and information.174 Together with the 

International Bureau of Education, the Education Clearing House is responsible for 

responding to the demands from UNESCO’s Member States regarding good quality and 

evidence based information. It provides written documents and audio-visual materials 

including useful resources for the states, that are continuously updated and available in 

different languages.175 

The fourth role engaged by UNESCO is the one of “capacity-builder”: the expert teams 

working for UNESCO provide the states with technical help and guidance in order to give 

the states a pathway to follow for the development of their programs and normative.176 

Finally, the last initiative undertaken by UNESCO is the one of catalyzing international 

cooperation, as stated above: UNESCO engages the role of promoting and supporting the 

dialogue among states in order to achieve collaboration around the world. 177 

To visualize how UNESCO specifically supports the right to education and the five 

functions explained above, it is possible to individuate four different ways of actualization. 

The first is related to monitoring the implementation of normative instruments concerning 

the right to education. As mentioned before, the realization of investigations, reports, 

studies and surveys is a very powerful tool: by conducting its monitoring function, 

 
173 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), About the 

Clearinghouse, website: https://en.unesco.org/gap-esd-clearinghouse/about. (Last visited: 

October 2, 2019). 
174 United Nations Educationl, Scientific and Cultural Organization, UNESCO and its 

Programme VIII, The Right to Education, UNESCO, L’Union Typographique, Paris, 1952, 

p 29. 

175 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), About the 
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176 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, (UNESCO, UNESCO 
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UNESCO individuates the specific issues concerning specific areas in the world.178 The 

monitoring function of UNESCO is carried out by the UNESCO Committee on 

Conventions and Recommendations (CR), which examines the implementation of the 

Conventions and Recommendations by Member States and takes into account potential 

complaints or suggestions by the states regarding education.179 The Committee on 

Conventions and Recommendations is one of the permanent subsidiary bodies of the 

Executive Board and has a crucial role in the control of the execution of the pre-established 

tasks. 180 This Committee meets twice a year in closed session, and its mandate has two 

complementary components.  

First of all, it considers all mandates entrusted to the Executive Board concerning the 

implementation of UNESCO’s standard-setting instruments. In particular, the Committee 

examines the reports from member states (regarding education) and it analyzes the 

fulfillment of the states’ obligations. Then, the Committee considers and takes in 

examination communications related to cases and the exercise of human rights in 

UNESCO’s fields of competence.181 

Second, UNESCO works for the implementation of the ability of the states to benefit from 

the instruments provided by the organization itself. Indeed, it is in the interest of the states 

to learn how to report the issues to UNESCO, so that the organization can analyze the 

situation. Reporting to UNESCO on the actions that Member States take regarding their 

obligations deriving from the conventions they have signed and the recommendations they 

receive is not a formal function but a substantial obligation in order to achieve the third 

function of UNESCO according to this list: the effective implementation of standard-setting 

 
178 Ibidem. 
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texts.182 It appears logical that the obligation of states to report is intrinsically connected to 

the possibility of UNESCO to take real action towards the specific issues related to the 

promotion of education without discrimination. 

In addition, the previous statement includes a further function of UNESCO, whose role is 

to help states achieve their results for the improvement of the education system (which is 

different than acting for them). Indeed, both for the educational role of UNESCO to help 

nations and for the structure of the organization itself, UNESCO is not designed to solve 

the internal problems of nations but to give states the instruments to find and put into action 

the best solutions themselves. These can be, for example, the creation of a schooling system 

supported by an appropriate legal framework.183 

Last but indispensable, UNESCO has an impellent role in promoting and sustaining 

international cooperation. The global dimension of education, as explained in the previous 

pages, requires a global effort that takes place in the international cooperation among states 

and organizations all over the world. If international cooperation involves the spreading of 

knowledge and culture, it is consequent that the improvement of the normative instruments 

is required to support them and will logically follow. UNESCO can help the nations mainly 

by fostering the awareness of global collaboration and by helping them implementing their 

legal framework.184 
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CHAPTER 5 

Building the future 

The establishment of a legal framework and the creation of national and international 

bodies and organizations for the universal actualization of the right to education, sustained 

by the standard-setting and monitoring instruments of UNESCO are the starting point of an 

epochal change in the international attitude towards the universal right to education. This 

chapter wants to present the current worldwide effort for the actual realization of the 

universality of the right to education, for everyone and everywhere in the whole world. The 

chapter will start with a brief reference to the Convention Against Discrimination in 

Education and its practical implications nowadays (introduced in chapter 3). Then, we will 

consider and analyze the current projects in action for the implementation of this right at an 

international level, and in particular: the Right to Education Initiative, the UNESCO 

Strategy on Standard-Setting Instruments (2016-2021), the 2030 Agenda and in particular 

Sustainable Development Goal 4, Education 2030. 

 

1. The Convention Against Discrimination in Education and the further legal 

implementation against discrimination 

The milestone to grant every individual in the world the right to education at an 

international level is the Convention against Discrimination in Education. It is crucial, 

indeed, because it occupies a preeminent role among the standard-setting instruments of 

UNESCO, by providing the essential elements of the right to education, alongside with a 

normative framework and the definition of international obligations (see chapter 3, 

description of Article 4).185 The international obligations set with Article 4 of the 
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Convention against Discrimination in Education constitute the standard-setting  foundations 

of the following legal documents and treaties regarding the right to education (such as the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Convention on the 

Rights of The Child).186 The setting of these standards promoting the actualization of 

specific criterions within the states’ jurisdictions and at an international level has an 

enormous relevance because it forces Member States to take practical action in the 

direction of the realization of the right to education for all. This Convention displays the 

very core of the mission of UNESCO, by enforcing the substantial application of the right 

to education at a universal level, in terms of “equality of educational opportunities” 

especially regarding the governments’ obligation to ensure equal access to education for all 

the citizens (and non-citizens). 187 Strongly connected to this is the principle of non-

discrimination: if equal access and availability of education are established for all 

individuals without distinctions of any sort, it logically follows that nobody can be 

discriminated for any reason. By looking deeper into this non-discrimination principle, in 

order to fully embrace and enhance the spirit of the United Nations and the values of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, it is the duty of every state, society and 

community to eliminate any obstacle that could affect any disadvantaged group or minority. 

188 To ensure the full range of the spread of education, after establishing that it must be 

accessible to everyone and that discrimination must not exist or influence the possibility of 

people to benefit from their inherent right to education, it is necessary to consider that 

children are not the only ones who need education. Indeed, if education must be promoted 

without discrimination, logically the age of the person cannot affect his or her possibility to 

access the schooling system. If some people do not have received the bases of primary 

education, they need to complete their training and have the possibility to attend quality 

educational institutions for adult education or vocational training. Hence, allowing only 

children to study and receive primary (or further) education would be discriminatory 

towards all those people that did not have the possibility to attend school when they were 

 
186 Ibidem. 
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children. Furthermore, if it is true that education must be granted at a primary level, it is 

also true that the further levels of education must be available for every person interested to 

attend them, allowing everyone to study on merit bases.189 Not only the Convention 

enhances the right to take part in further education levels or to follow everyone’s vocation, 

but it also promotes the support of teachers, with particular attention to the spreading of the 

human rights. Indeed, if the quality of the educational systems provided must be high, 

teachers must be sustained, because their role has a crucial importance in order to ensure a 

good quality service. Therefore, they need to have the possibility of being trained and 

properly prepared for their job, with good programs to develop and improve their 

knowledge and competitive salaries to motivate them. If the system does not give 

importance to teachers, who are the first ones to be directly involved in education, no one 

will ever be willing to dedicate his or her life to teaching. High quality teachers, well 

prepared, trained and motivated to do their job need to be enhanced by their government, 

which must provide them all the support they need. Thanks to this, it will be possible to 

have a teaching labor force group entirely devoted to the most important job in society: the 

transmission of knowledge and experience in order to prepare future generations for their 

future lives, in order to shape better societies, built on the human rights and justice. The 

capital importance of teachers (and the consequent impellent need to support them) lays on 

multiple factors. First of all, teachers are trained in accordance to the human rights 

principles and following the ideals of peace, justice, and freedom, and will therefore base 

their programs on the values that are internationally recognized as crucial to promote peace. 

Consequently, their influence has a major impact on young generations and they are for this 

reason the guides for those who will build the future. Then, as mentioned earlier, teachers 

and intellectuals are devoted to the improvement of knowledge, and are the first to 

encourage intellectual international cooperation through the enhancement of the sharing 

and circulation of books, the promotion of meetings and the movement of people all around 
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the world. It looks then that the support of teachers is a goal that cannot be underestimated, 

nor neglected.190  

Another implication of the non-discriminatory nature of the right to education concerns the 

right of parents to choose what institution is more fitting for the education of their children. 

Hence, families must have the possibility to choose among different schooling options, in 

order to find the best schools for their ideology, culture and belief. Giving the possibility to 

choose is indeed a way to ensure everyone the freedom of choice in their enjoyment of the 

right to education, canceling therefore the existence of discrimination.191 Indeed, allowing 

families to have access to a schooling system for their children but limiting their possibility 

to choose what school they prefer, would mean narrowing their actual freedom of choice, 

and indirectly of thought. If we consider education as the tool to shape the minds of young 

generations, and if we take into account that every individual has the right to freedom of 

thought and expression, limiting the choice of education would definitely be a violation of 

the above stated freedoms, because it would mean forcing a person to attend a school that is 

not in line with the person’s ideas. 

If this Convention constituted the starting point and the milestone with legal obligations 

towards the actual enhancement of the right to education for everyone and without 

discrimination, it became soon clear that further legal implementation was necessary to 

achieve this goal. Hence, as anticipated in Chapter 3, United Nations have promoted many 

more additional treaties: The International Convention on the Elimination of all forms of 

Racial Discrimination (1965), the Convention on Elimination of all forms of 

Discrimination against Women (1979), the International Convention on the Protection of 

the Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members of their Families (1990), and finally the 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006). In the following paragraphs 

we will take into account the current agendas that are being carried out at the international 

level in order to achieve the right to education for everyone.  
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2. The Right To Education Initiative 

Regarding the implementation of the right to education, the work of Katarina Tomasevški 

cannot be missed nor neglected. She was a longtime human rights activist, a scholar and a 

professor in many of the best universities in the world. She produced a huge amount of 

books and publications concerning human rights issues. For what is related to this 

dissertation, we will take into account her work for the improvement of the Right to 

Education. From 1998 to 2004 she served, for two mandates, in the position of Special 

Rapporteur of the United Nations High Commission for Human Rights (UNHCHR) on the 

Right to Education. 192 As Special Rapporteur, she studied the violations of the right to 

education, investigated particular situations in specific countries in the world and 

considered the real impact of global policies. She also drafted detailed analysis of the 

educational systems in the specific countries of the whole world in order to find ad hoc 

solutions to the peculiar problems of each situation.193 The great impact of her work has to 

be found in the fact that she put the human rights at the centre of every consideration and 

reasoning written in her work; this means that the human rights are the core, the starting 

point and the goal of all her plans and suggestions for the improvement of the right to 

education around the world. Being the human rights the requirement for every further 

action to undertake, the perspective under which she explained the issues and investigated 

the solutions gained a deeper analysis towards the substantial application of the human 

rights in every realm of life and society.194 

Katarina Tomaševski believed that if it was true that the legal foundations of the right to 

education stated that free and compulsory education had to be granted to everyone in the 

world, the standardization of education was not the right move to approach the plurality of 
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the issues carried by the problem of education around the globe.195 Indeed, if every country 

or community presents a different specific problem, it logically follows that universal 

solutions are not the best approach to choose to find substantial solutions. As seen earlier, 

she developed the 4-As scheme: making education available, accessible, acceptable and 

adaptable. 

In this paragraph we will take into account the development of the Right to Education 

Initiative. The Right to Education Initiative is global human rights organization founded in 

2000 by Katarina Tomaševski, and then re-launched in 2008 as the “Right To Education 

Project”. Since 2017, the Right to Education Initiative is a charity registered in England and 

Wales.196 She originally founded a website entirely dedicated to the right to education and 

opened to everyone ( https://www.right-to-education.org ), with the aim to share the annual 

mission reports of the Special Rapporteur, statistics related to specific countries and 

comparatives statistics, and advocacy tools with the purpose of turning human rights law 

into enforceable mechanisms for monitoring the implementation of the right to education 

and the policies undertaken by governments and organizations.197 The Website offers now a 

great variety of topics: besides the section dedicated to the Right to Education Initiative, it 

is possible to investigate education as a right, under the framework of international law 

(international and regional framework), the national implementation, the ongoing issues, 

how to use the rights in practice, and finally, a great amount of resources are available for 

everyone.198 The website qualifies therefore as a valuable source to find information about 
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the Right to Education Initiative itself and all the initiative and the mechanisms for the 

implementation of the right to education at all levels. 

In the category “About Us”, it is possible to find the vision, the mission and the 

Constitution of the Right to Education Initiative.199 As in for the vision of the charity, its 

philosophy wants to contribute to the creation of a world in which every individual can 

substantially beneficiate of the right to education, regardless his or her age, social condition 

or native country. To achieve this, as stated by the vision of the Right to Education 

Initiative, the right to education must be recognized as a human right and it must be 

protected by law and in practice by the governments. For the Right to Education Initiative, 

civil society must play a key role towards the monitoring of the implementation of the right 

to education and states are not the only actors to be held responsible for the right to 

education. Hence, in the globalized and complex contemporary social and historical 

framework, if it is true that states are not the only actors responsible for the promotion of 

human rights in the international community, it is also true that they can cooperate with 

international organizations and agencies in order to achieve common goals, such as the 

protection of human rights without discrimination.200 

The principles on which the Right To Education Initiative is based are the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights and the Convention on the Rights of The Child and will therefore sound familiar to 

the reader. The organization, thus, lays on specific principles and wants to implement their 

realization at a national and international level.201 Among these, the Right to Education 

Initiative’s premises lay on the belief that education is a right to which everyone is entitled, 

and that the right to education implies the whole spectrum of human rights while at the 

same time enabling the enjoyment of all the other rights. Then, it is important to remember 

that, as considered previously, the right to education does not only refer to children, but it 

applies to adults too and embraces all the levels of education. Furthermore, the Right to 
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Education Initiative’s vision of education is coherent with the definition of quality 

education provided and established under the rule of international law. Therefore, the type 

of education promoted and supported by the Right to Education Initiative must be 

understood as aiming at the full development of the human personality and vocations. 

Another guiding principle of the Right to Education Initiative is the one of making states 

accountable for their actions towards the promotion of education, because the first actors 

involved in the protection of this right are the states, responsible of implementing specific 

policies. In this aspect we can definitely see the influence of Katarina Tomaševski’s 

theorization of the 4As. In conclusion, we can state that the approach of the Right to 

Education Initiative towards education, probably thanks to the work of Tomaševski, is 

strongly based on human rights and chooses as main principles the ones of non-

discrimination, empowerment and human rights legal framework.202 

For what concerns the mission of the organization, the Right to Education Initiative tries to 

make international and national regulations concerning the right to education accessible and 

understandable to everyone, in order to give people the opportunity to be aware of their 

rights, precisely their right to education. The role of the Right to Education Initiative is 

extremely important for individuals and it can offer a valid help for them to improve their 

conditions of life. Indeed, producing and diffusing materials on the right to education 

written in a language that is understandable for everyone and helping people become aware 

of what they are entitled to is the first step towards the substantial realization of their 

freedom.203 If the reader pays attention to the previous sentence, it will be easy to find 

reference to the first chapter of this thesis. Hence, it looks clear that the Right to Education 

Initiative itself plays and educative role within its own mission to help people being aware 

of what they are entitled to. In other words: if education is the first way to make people 

aware of their rights, then education itself is the first step towards the real implementation 

of the right to education. Indeed, the Right to Education Initiative, by spreading information 

and legal help concerning the specific right to education, is informing people all over the 

world about their right to study and beneficiate from education, but also, indirectly, about 
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all the human rights. Thanks to this, people will be conscious of their right and will claim 

what they are entitled to and they will know who to refer in case they are the victims of 

violations or discrimination. 

The objects of the Right to Education Initiative can be found in its Constitution, and they 

are the instruments through which the right to education can be promoted under the rule of 

law.204 First of all, to allow the spreading of knowledge about the right to education, it is 

necessary that the resources about it circulate and are shared among all the people in the 

world. Then, the research must be encouraged and implemented, in order to spread quality 

material and find new sources to implement the right to education, such as new solutions, 

perhaps integrated with the latest technological and scientific discoveries. The spreading of 

the right to education, as logical consequence, must and will increase people’s sensitivity 

and respect towards the universal need for this right, and consequently people’s awareness 

of their rights and their ability to disclose when violations are carried out, both by states or 

other specific actors. After people are given the tools to recognize what they are entitled to 

and possible violations of their inalienable rights, in this case specifically the right to 

education, they must be supported with legal aid and technical advice. Hence, this is the 

most delicate phase and yet perhaps the most frequent in the action of this organization: if 

the Right to Education Initiative’s mission is the promotion of the right to education, this 

task will probably have to be carried out mostly in underdeveloped countries or in nations 

with oppressive government systems. In such contexts, the role of this organization has a 

huge importance and impact in the possible outcomes. Indeed, after the educational 

mission, therefore after making people aware of their rights and giving them the tools to 

develop a deeper sensitivity and knowledge of the human rights under international law, 

they need international advocacy support. Hence, being aware of one’s rights does not 

automatically give this person the practical ability to lift him or herself up from a 
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disadvantaged situation, for example a country that lays in conditions of extreme poverty or 

ruled by a non-democratic government system. 205 

The Right to Education Initiative has set some specific goals that need to be achieved in the 

period between 2017 and 2019. These are definitely related to the objects mentioned in the 

previous lines, but they have a more limited dimension, being them narrowed to a two-

years period of time.  

The first task wants to be the improvement of the sharing of knowledge and information 

about the right to education, because, as we have stated multiple times, increasing the 

awareness of people is the first way to increase their knowledge, interest and sensitivity 

towards the specific matter of education. In other words, if people are not informed, they 

will never have a chance to change their or other people’s life.206 

The second task that the Right to Education Initiative wants to engage and fulfill between 

2017 and 2019 concerns the construction of an appropriate and useful legal apparatus to 

defend the right to education and help all the people in need of international advocacy. The 

tasks of the organization, declared in the website, give legitimacy to the reasoning 

conducted in the previous lines of this chapter, which is to say that after informing people 

of their rights, they need to be given proper legal aid and support. Thus, the campaign 

towards the diffusion of the right to education must be fought on two different levels: first, 

by informing people and increasing their awareness and sensitivity about the specific 

matter; second, by giving them a solid legal advocacy apparatus to sustain their fight for 

their freedom. 207 

After investigating the strategic goals that the Right to Education Initiative has decided to 

implement between 2017 and 2019, the priority areas of action need to be taken into 

consideration too. By studying these, it appears evident that the roots of this organization 

are intrinsically related to the ones on which UNESCO lays its foundations too. For 

 
205 Ibidem. 
206 Right to Education, “About us”, 2018, website: https://www.right-to-

education.org/page/about-us Last visited: October 1, 2019). 

207 Ibidem. 

https://www.right-to-education.org/page/about-us
https://www.right-to-education.org/page/about-us


108 
 

example, the priority areas about which the Right to Education Initiative is concerned are 

the monitoring of the right to education, the financing of education and the attention 

towards the quality of the education provided around the world. Then, the non-

discrimination aspect has a special role too among the core values of this organization. 

Indeed, the agency monitors and implements the right to education for migrants, refugees 

and internally displaced persons. All these core areas give us an idea of how crucial the role 

of this organization is, especially in regards of helping all those people who live in a 

disadvantaged national situation. In other words, when the discriminatory action comes 

from the government or from the lack of the action of the government, international 

organizations are the only hope for the people living in those specific countries. Last, 

among the specific areas of interest for the Right to Education Initiative in the 2017-2019 

time window, we can find the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development.208 

 

3. Global Campaign For Education: International Framework 

For what concerns the current activities and projects undertaken by UNESCO, we will 

consider the following: The Strategy on Standard-Setting Instruments in the Field of 

Education (2015-2021), the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and in particular 

Sustainable Development Goal 4 – Education 2030.209 This choice is determined by the fact 

that in order to understand the future and to accomplish progress, it is necessary to 

understand the starting  point of the current activities in order to achieve future goals. 
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4.  The Strategy on Standard-Setting Instruments in the Field of Education (2015-2021) 

The first UNESCO strategy that will be taken into consideration in this paragraph is the 

Strategy on Standard-Setting Instruments in The Field of Education (2015-2021). 210 This 

strategy is the response to the request of the Executive Board, at its 195th Session, for the 

development of a strategy that would “improve visibility, ratification, implementation, 

monitoring and cooperation in the context of Standard‐Setting instruments in the field of 

education, taking into account, if necessary, the conclusions of the working group on the 

working methods of the Committee On Conventions And Recommendations.”211 It appears 

evident that this proposal for an Education Sector Strategy is thought to improve the very 

core of the mission and purpose of UNESCO itself: visibility, ratification, implementation, 

monitoring and cooperation are the designated tools used by UNESCO to enhance the right 

to education at a global level. Thus, the post-2015 education agenda is directed towards the 

real actualization of UNESCO’s purposes. Indeed, if these are stated in a legal framework, 

they need to be supported by tangible actions. For this reason,  Strategy is needed in order 

to make these normative instruments visible and applicable; because, as already claimed 

several times, it is impossible to achieve any progress in society and for society if people 

are unaware of their rights (and duties). After these normative instruments become visible 

and people become aware of them, they need real support in capacity-building, it is to say, 

people need help to use the tools they are entitled to, in order to achieve tangible results.212 

Once again we can notice the educative mission of education itself (educating people to 

know their own right to be educated) and the strong necessity of legal support by 

international organizations and non-state actors in order to defend the rights of everyone, 

but especially of the least advantaged individuals. 

Simultaneously to the proposal explained above, the Education Sector has reflected upon 

some suggestions to improve the effectiveness of the work of the Committee on 

Conventions and Recommendations (CR). The document analyzed in this paragraph 
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contains the elaborated Strategy, in accordance with the conclusions of the Working Group 

on the methods of the CR Committee.213 

As explained in the official document, the overall objective of the Strategy is basically the 

improvement of the instruments normally used by UNESCO in order to increase its 

efficiency in advancing its own work. These instruments can be classified into five key 

interrelated dimensions: visibility, implementation, monitoring, cooperation and 

ratification.214 If these are the instruments of UNESCO, and if in 2015 the road towards the 

universal enjoyment of the right to education around the world was still long and full of 

obstacles, it logically follows that implementing UNESCO’s own instruments is the right 

beginning for a substantial change. According to the report, this is the core of the problem 

within the organization itself. The reason why UNESCO has proved so far unable to meet 

all the goals and objectives predetermined can be blamed on the lack of real integration 

between the normative instruments and the program activities. In other words, in order for 

the program to be effective, after a coherent development of goals and objectives, it needs 

to be supported and sustained through a proper normative framework, strong enough to 

achieve the established goals.215 But the existence of normative instruments is not sufficient 

for the realization of the program and the achievement of the previously set goals: indeed, 

for the complete achievement of the program, the normative instruments must be integrated 

with the program itself and used to achieve the objectives needed. Considering  the 

premises, it looks evident that the UNESCO normative action must be improved and 

implemented in order to achieve the post-2015 development Agenda. If Standard-Setting is 

one of the main constitutional instruments and strategic functions of UNESCO, it must be 

implemented towards the realization of the goals of the organization. In order to guide 

Member States towards the accomplishments of their duties regarding the right to 

education, UNESCO can (and must) set standards and above all monitor their 

implementation by Member States. In order to set these standards, for example, the 

Organization can decide to adopt Conventions that, once ratified by Member States, 
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become legally binding for the latter and therefore qualify at the same time as guideline and 

standard-setting compulsory instruments.216 Hence, the controlling mission of UNESCO 

towards the respect and the implementation of the standards accepted by Member States is 

another crucial and constitutional function of the Organization, strictly necessary in order to 

realize a tangible actualization of the predetermined goals. 

In the specific realm of UNESCO Standard-Setting instruments, we can enumerate non-

discrimination and equal opportunities, education towards the understanding and the 

promotion of human rights in order to achieve the world peace, technical and vocational 

education and training, adult education, improvement of the teachers’ training, status and 

conditions, and the recognition of studies (in higher education too).217 By considering the 

mission of UNESCO and the instruments that this Strategy wants to implement, it looks 

evident that the implementation of the normative instruments of the Organization 

(Conventions and Recommendations  in education) has the goal to improve the Member 

States’ engagement towards international dialogue and cooperation. Another reason for this 

has to be found in the perpetual effort of UNESCO to promote a humanitarian awareness of 

the human rights and in particular education, and a constant effort to make Member States 

accountable for their actions (or non-actions). The development of the Member States 

accountability and the enhancement of international cooperation through the supply of a 

platform for international communication are the ways UNESCO works towards an 

effective realization of the right to education for all. 218. 

In conclusion, the aim of the Strategy on Standard-Setting Instruments is the strengthening 

of the normative instruments of UNESCO, in order to enhance the visibility of the activities 

and tools of the organization. Moreover, UNESCO also aims at improving communication 

on these legal instruments and among Member States and providing a global platform to 

enhance the accountability of the States towards the implementation of the right to 

education, with a humanitarian approach and on a global scale. To analyze these goals 
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further, this strategy wants to improve the communication between international actors and 

the sharing of knowledge on normative and educational matters. Moreover, it wants to 

encourage and strengthen technical support in order to build the capacity to act, develop 

focused activities and strengthen collaboration and cooperation, for example through an 

effective sharing of knowledge or intellectual property. At the same time, the importance of 

assisting Member States in finding the solutions to solve their problems related to the 

implementation of education and several other technical matters is established and 

supported with active guidance.219  

Once again, the dualistic role of instruments and goals to pursue the right to education is 

displayed: the human rights must be the ground on which building and promoting the right 

to education in order to be able to benefit from the whole spectrum of the human rights. 

Therefore, being the human rights universal and considering that they must be enforced at a 

global level, international cooperation is required in order to achieve a joint effort towards 

the spreading of these rights in the whole world and to overcome all the obstacles that may 

appear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
219 United Nations Educational, Scientific, Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Strategy On 

Standard-Setting Instruments in the Field of Education (2015-2021). 



113 
 

5. Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action for the implementation 

of Sustainable Development Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education 

and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all220 

In 2015 UNESCO, UNICEF, World Bank, United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), UN 

Women and The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), organized the World Education Forum 

2015 in Incheon, Republic of Korea, from 19 to 22 May 2015.221 This meeting had 

enormous dimensions: hence, by looking at the numbers, we can infer that over 1,600 

people took part in the event, specifically, 160 countries, 120 Ministers, heads and 

members of delegations, and representatives of the civil society, organizations and 

agencies.222 In order to understand the great change in the world trend happened in 2015, it 

is useful to look at the efforts that had been previously made to implement the right to 

education at a global level. This can be interesting because those projects were the 

beginning of an epochal change towards the elimination of poverty, the implementation of 

international cooperation and the accomplishment of the right to education for all. These 

two projects were both elaborated in year 2000 and immediately entered into action, and 

they are the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Education for All 

(EFA). They definitely substantially improved the world fight against poverty and 

illiteracy, but they did not meet the desired results within their deadlines. 

The post-2015 Sustainable Development Agenda is very different from the way the United 

Nations Millennium Development Goals and the Education for All were organized and 

thought. This great difference can be categorized in three specific realms: the scope of the 
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project, its geographical coverage and the focus of the policies to implement.223 By 

considering for example the scope of the projects, we can note the progress that has been 

accomplished towards the access to education. Hence, Millennium Development Goals 

wanted to promote primary education for all children to primary education, while 

Education for All enhanced a more inclusive concept of education, including children and 

adults and supporting the fulfillment of everyone’s basic needs regarding education. 

Starting from the fact that the Education for All agenda was not accomplished before the 

deadline, the 2030 Agenda aims at completing it but specifically with an additional effort 

towards the stressing of the importance of the equal opportunity to access the schooling 

system. Moreover, nit only everyone must have the possibility to access education, but this 

education must be of the same quality in every country and community in the world, in 

order to grant every individual the same lifelong, quality learning opportunities.224 

Considering then the geographical scope, it is notable that Millennium Development Goals 

and Education for All ended up focusing on the most disadvantaged situations: the first 

project mainly worked in the underdeveloped countries or in areas harboring conflicts and 

wars; Education for All deployed the majority of its work in the countries with the highest 

rate of children not enrolled in any schooling system. On the contrary, the 2030 Agenda 

wants to be global, universal and inclusive; therefore, it cannot forget developed countries 

or more privileged situations. Indeed, if it is true that disadvantaged countries and situations 

needs to be protected and supported, neglecting the richer countries would be a sort of 

discriminatory policy in the opposite direction, and there might be disadvantaged situations 

in the richest countries, too.225 

For what concerns the policies to adopt, Millennium Development Goals and Education for 

All were concerned with the access and the completion of primary education for all. The 
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2030 Agenda and in particular Education as a Sustainable Development Goal focus their 

effort on the equitable access to quality education for all, but also the possibility for 

everyone to continue their studies following a lifelong learning pathway. Moreover, the 

2030 Agenda offers a revolutionary point of view through the direct connection between 

education and the realization of a sustainable development. This is crucial for our 

dissertation because it shows that education is the specific tool for the emancipation of the 

individual from tyranny, oppression and poverty, but also the way through which 

individuals, thanks to their new global awareness, can shape a more just, inclusive and 

sustainable future for the whole world.226 

Considering that the precedent goals set had not been met before the established deadline, a 

different approach was chosen for the 2030 Agenda: the achievement of a global program, 

universal, inclusive and sustainable, through the implementation of the UNESCO 

normative apparatus in the field of education. “The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development is an inter-governmental commitment and ‘a plan of action for people, planet 

and prosperity’”.227 This Agenda includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) AND 

169 accompanying targets that are indissolubly integrated and balance the three dimensions 

of sustainable development, it is to say the economic, social and environmental ones.228 The 

great relevance of this summit is directly deriving from the huge participation it enjoyed: it 

is probably the most inclusive process of consultation in the history of the United Nations, 

receiving inputs from national and international actors and all sectors of society.229 The 

result of these consultation was a global agenda for all countries and framed by five key 

macro-objectives, related to people (especially with an effort for the end of poverty and 

hunger), to the planet (in order to fight climate change and protect the environment), to 

prosperity (which must be guaranteed to all human beings, in order to let them live a 

meaningful life), to peace (the ultimate goal since the constitution of the United Nations 
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and to partnership (because international cooperation is the only way through which the 

sustainable global agenda can be achieved at a global level).230  

First of all, a definition of Sustainable Development is required to understand the mission 

embodied by the Sustainable Development Agenda 2030 itself and the meaning of the 

world effort. Sustainable Development is the way to pursue the development needed to win 

the present issues without compromising the resources for the future generations to live 

their lives and to fulfill their own needs.231 The contemporary global situation necessarily 

implies a joined effort towards the ability of individuals and communities to adapt to the 

changes of a globalized world, but at the same time to transform the world in order to 

satisfy all the human needs. To achieve this without negatively impacting the future, it is 

necessary to implement policies at a global level which harmonically connect economic 

growth, social inclusion and environment protection, so as to enhance the improvement of 

the quality of people’s lives and the respect of the core values of the international 

community, such as the human rights.232  

To explain this, it can be useful to consider that the first of the 17 Sustainable Development 

Goals established in the 2030 Agenda is the eradication of poverty. 233 This has a deep 

meaning because achieving this goal implies achieving the first requirement for sustainable 
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development itself. Indeed, the eradication of poverty needs and implies economic growth 

and social inclusion, which must nevertheless be achieved in a sustainable way; hence this 

must be carried out without having a negative impact, for example on the environment.234  

Nevertheless, it is also important to remember that even if the above-mentioned huge 

number of countries has committed to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda, this is not 

legally binding. Indeed, the actualization of the necessary reforms and implementations 

towards the achievements stated in the program must be carried out by the states in their 

own national plans and policies. However, countries are expected to take action towards a 

real Sustainable Development before 2030. The goals and targets are monitored both at the 

international and national level, through the Global Indicator Framework and annual 

international meetings and through national indicators developed by the states themselves. 

235 

Second, even if our analysis will be focused on education as a Sustainable Development 

Goal, it is intellectually correct to mention all the Development Goals, in order to meditate 

on the enormous relevance of the program of the 2030 Agenda. Here are the 17 goals which 

the world agreed to work on: to begin with, the elimination of poverty, the total elimination 

of hunger through the achievement of food security, the improvement of nutrition and the 

development of sustainable plans for agriculture. Consequently, the following goals are the 

promotion of good health and well-being for everyone, so the protection of every 

individual’s health and possibility to live in a safe and good environment. The fourth goal 

is the one related to this thesis: the enhancement of quality education, guaranteed for 

everyone and for all levels of education. Then, there is the guarantee of gender equality 

(which also includes the empowerment of girls and women). Water is a fundamental 

resource for people to have a healthy life in a good environment and it therefore needs to be 

protected too among the sustainable development goals. Therefore, we find among the 
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global objectives the availability of clean water and sanitation management for everyone, 

alongside with clean energy. After the fulfillment of basic needs has been secured for 

everyone, it is necessary to promote the social, economical and political goals. Indeed, the 

following objectives concern a decent work and economic growth, trying to reach the full 

employment for everyone while improving industry, innovation and infrastructure, 

fostering progress while at the same time respecting the environment. All these goals 

should be directed towards the substantial reduction of inequalities, both inside nations and 

between them, the existence and the support of sustainable cities and communities, 

inclusive and resilient, the responsible consumption and production, and the readiness to 

take action for the climate issues, in order to protect the environment and safeguard the 

planet. The protection of the environment is not only related to the life on the land but it 

also includes the protection of the life below water, too. Finally, to actualize the freedom of 

people and a real global collaboration, it is necessary to strengthen peace, justice and 

institutions; this is the only way to achieve inclusive societies based on the human rights 

and promoting a real substantial equality for their citizens.  In conclusion, the improvement 

of cooperation is strongly required because, as stated several times, it is only through 

collaboration that the biggest changes can be achieved on a global scale.236  

Considering the relevance of the sustainable development goals and the increasing speed 

that is leading the changes in contemporary societies, it is necessary to provide young 

people a consistent education, able to prepare them for the multiple issues and risks they 

will have to face, and for the rapidity of the changes they will have to confront. Education 

then, needs to be orientated to find the solutions to solve global issues but it also must be 

have sustainable aims, so it must be directed towards a sustainable development. 237 Indeed, 

to successfully address global problems and risks, it is impellent to educate the new 

generations not only under the philosophy of justice and human rights, but also for the 

realization of the sustainable development goals. Education must therefore promote the 
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individual consciousness and will to engage in order to make a change, for example by 

substituting unsustainable policies with sustainable ones. This type of education wants to 

encourage a more equal and fair society, in which everyone can democratically participate 

to be part of the social progress towards a better life for every individual. The goal of this 

sustainable education is the promotion of the participation of every person and the 

achievement of better policies to address global issues towards international cooperation. 

All these considerations underline the impellent necessity of the need to protect the right to 

education for the emancipation of the individual and even more importantly for the solution 

of contemporary problems, thanks to the spreading of ideas and the international 

cooperation. In order to face modern problems, young generations need to be ready to find 

modern solutions that enhance sustainability; the only way to make this happen is through 

the support and the promotion of a sustainable education, and through the diffusion of 

knowledge via international cooperation. Therefore, if young generations need the 

instruments to understand the modern interdependent and globalized world, there is the 

necessity of school programs that help them to understand the rapidity of the changes of 

society. Although the world context is changing all the time, the necessity for schools is 

always critical: indeed, schools are the places were young generations receive the 

fundamental tools to understand the world they live in and the instruments to shape their 

own future and the one of the society they will live in.238 Considering that a new type of 

education is necessary to develop a different and deeper sensitivity, in order to build 

sustainable responses to the contemporary issues, it logically follows that education is the 

crucial instrument to develop the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. In other 

words, if the principles on which society lays (that are transmitted to new generations, it is 

to say, the future ruling class, through education), are not based on the importance of the 

human rights, justice, freedom and the rule of law, the Sustainable Development Goals will 

never be achieved. Indeed, in order to substitute the current unsustainable policies ruling 

the world in many critical fields (such as hunger, war, energy), a change in the ruling 

principles of society is required, and it can only be conveyed through education. Formal 

education has therefore a crucial role in the 2030 Agenda because it has the great 
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responsibility of developing a sustainable educational system able to make students 

understand the interconnected dimension of the sustainable development goals and the 

necessity to be part of the change in first person.239  

In this Agenda, Education is a Sustainable Development Goal itself :“Sustainable 

Development Goal 4. Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development – Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all”.240 This is proof of the importance of education in the 2030 

Agenda for the successful achievement of the other Sustainable Development Goals. In the 

reasoning of the Agenda itself we can find legitimacy of what this dissertation has claimed 

since the first chapter: education must be implemented in order to guarantee the freedom of 

individuals and improve society, because other than being a right itself, it is the key to 

enjoy all the other human rights. The Agenda recognizes the importance of education by 

granting it the status of stand-alone goal (indeed, it is the Sustainable Development Goal 4) 

and by including targets on education in reference to several other Sustainable 

Development Goals, such as the ones concerning health, growth, employment, sustainable 

production, sustainable consumption and climate change.241 Finally, after 2015, education 

has finally started to be perceived as a “driver of sustainable change”, doable by the 

individuals themselves.242 Being the right to education a “dual right”, which means that it is 

both a goal to achieve and a means to achieve many other different targets, it looks more 

evident than ever that education stands in a “reciprocal relationship” with many other 

goals.243  
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In contemporary terms, we can infer that education can affect sustainable development in 

two different ways. The first is a direct consequence: by improving skills, knowledge and 

capacity of people, they will have a more sensitive awareness of the world, they will be 

more conscious citizens and they will build a better society. Indirectly, the great 

improvement of their skills will lead the way for an easier access to the labor market and 

better opportunities for their future. 244 Thus, the need for the real distribution of quality 

education and an equal access to the schooling system, alongside with the possibility of 

attending higher education or vocational training is striking. Indeed, if education is 

necessary to promote a more equal and fair society, inequalities in education itself must be 

eliminated, and if this is not possible, they must be reduced.245 Following this reasoning, it 

is possible to find in education an instrument to reach an enormous part of the population 

for the improvement of the effort directed to the reduction of poverty: for example by 

conveying the necessary skills to improve poor societies or to help people become more 

productive, so that they can lift themselves from poverty.246 With Sustainable Development 

Goal 4 - Education 2030, the world is finally determined to implement a holistic and 

humanitarian conception of education, universal and available for all.247 The change in the 

conception of education is striking: finally, it is universally recognized that inclusion and 

equity (especially in regards of the access to education itself) must become the standards 

upon which building the new education system. If the thematic of implementing non-

discrimination is at the very core of the work of UNESCO, states must make the 

established legal framework become a reality. In particular, the inclusive effort must be 

carried out towards the protection of minorities or of people living in disadvantages 

situations: this way, thanks to education, they will have the real possibility to change their 

lives, by acquiring competitive skills and knowledge to increase their productivity and find 

a meaningful job.  

 
244 Ibidem. 
245 Ibidem. 
246 Ibidem. 
247 Education 2030: Incheon Declaration, and Framework for Action for the 

Implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality  

education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all, p 22. 



122 
 

Another important trend to consider in this 2030 Agenda is the improvement of the quality 

of education. Indeed, fostering education for all when the service offered does not meet 

quality standards, it is not likely to produce a substantial change for the students involved 

in the educational system. In other words, education is the instrument for people to lift up 

from poverty and become more competitive on the labor market, thanks to a deeper 

understanding of the world, the spreading of knowledge and the diffusion of culture. If the 

quality of the education provided is low (or for example, not contextualized in order to face 

the modern global challenges), education will not be able to perform its role of dual right 

because people will lack important skills that should be conveyed through the schooling 

system itself. 248 

The Incheon Declaration Education 2030 is the result of the global process of definition of 

the Sustainable Development Goal 4 - Education 2030. The Constitution was adopted in 

2015 and has at his very core the inclusive and equitable promotion of life-learning 

opportunities for all. The Declaration wants to promote the mobilization of countries, in 

order to achieve the established goals through implementing, collaborating, financing and 

monitoring the action of states and organizations. This Constitution also realized the 

necessity of specific strategies, contextualized in the peculiar situations; for this reason, it 

offers detailed plans studied to overcome precise problems in specific countries.249 

Therefore, the necessity of the actualization of a real liaison between education and 

sustainable development is undeniable. Indeed, as claimed above, education must be seen, 

considered, thought and most importantly blended in connection with the current globalized 

world. This is the only way to create a schooling system that is useful to actively face 

current global challenges, intrinsically related to the Sustainable Development Goals and 

the 2030 Agenda. We can definitely infer that the goal of the 2030 Agenda is the creation 

of a substantially more inclusive schooling system, able to grant equal access to education 

to hundreds of millions of additional children.250 Additionally, after ensuring the access to 

education to children (with special attention to the children in marginalized or 
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disadvantaged situations), it is impellent to change the contents of the schooling programs. 

It is therefore necessary to work with programs that aim at the achievement of an 

educational system able to train future citizens, aware of the rapidity of changes in the 

globalized world and ready to take actions towards the creation of a more righteous, 

inclusive, democratic and free society. The only way to face the contemporary global 

challenges is through the creation of programs that increase everyone’s sensitivity towards 

the modern issues, such as, for example, the objectives set by this Agenda itself.251 To put 

this philosophy into action, Education as Sustainable Development Goal 4 carries seven 

outcome targets and three means of implementation.252 The targets included in Education as 

Sustainable Development Goal 4 are the following.  

First of all, it is impellent that by 2030 all children, both boys and girls, complete their 

primary and secondary education studies. However, the accomplishment of primary and 

secondary schooling itself is not enough to fulfill this goal: indeed, if we consider the 

premises done above,  in order to achieve a successful education, this one need to lead to 

relevant and productive outcomes. Hence, the programs and contents of public schools 

must be adapted to the contemporary context in order to give the students the right tools to 

overcome every difficulty they may have to face in their future existences.253  

Second, the 2030 Education Agenda wants the possibility for all boys and girls to enjoy a 

quality childhood development, so that they can be ready to attend primary education. It is 

important, for example, to consider the importance of socialization in the development of 

the child. Also, it is useful for children to attend pre-school activities in order for them to 

understand how to be part of a group and how to behave when they have certain rules to 

follow.254  
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Third, another aspect that is crucial to this declaration, especially if considered under the 

light of its premises, is the equal access for both men and women to access quality 

education, also at higher level or technical or vocational education. This goal finds its roots 

in the non-discriminatory principle, and in the concept that education must both offer 

quality programs and at the same time be equally accessible for everyone, at every desired 

level.255 

The fourth target of SDG4 can be considered as a cumulative goal itself: hence, the Agenda 

wants a relevant increase, by 2030, of the number of the people (of all ages), who have 

skills that make them competitive to get a good job or to start business and entrepreneurial 

activities. The relevance of this must be seen in the overall improvement of the conditions 

of people, both in developed and underdeveloped countries. Indeed, thanks to education, 

people can develop and enhance their abilities, becoming then more competitive in their 

own society. 256 Moreover, the fact that people become more competitive and start their 

own business can only be a positive outcome for the economic growth of societies, 

especially when this growth is sustainable. 

The targets proceed by following the non discrimination principle: indeed, among the 

targets of 2030, we can find the elimination of gender disparities in the educational system. 

This means that people, especially the ones in disadvantaged or discriminated situations, 

need to have the equal opportunities to enter the school system. This goal does not only 

refer to gender discrimination but also to the people who are part of minorities or have 

disabilities. 257 

The interesting focus here is that all these goals are interdependent and connected among 

each other. Indeed, if the fourth target of Education 2030 can be seen as a cumulative goal, 

it is also true that the sixth goal is the consequence of all the precedent targets: hence, this 
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target wants to make sure that all children and a relevant part of adults successfully 

becomes able to read, write and do calculations. 258 

The seventh target is strongly related to the need to connect sustainable education and 

sustainable development. It is maybe the most important goal among the targets of 

Education 2030, because it proves once again that education is both the goal and the tool to 

unlock further goals. It is clear that education needs to be adapted to face the global 

challenges of the modern globalized world. Hence, this targets expects that, by 2030, all the 

students must have received the basic knowledge in order to be active citizens that promote 

a sustainable development and the human rights. Specifically, the education that everyone 

needs to receive must lay on the respect of diversity, justice, peace and non-violence, and it 

must be oriented towards the promotion of an inclusive and humanitarian society, 

respectful of everyone’s needs and ready to support minorities and all the individuals that 

live in disadvantages situations.259 

After establishing the desired targets to achieve by 2030, the Agenda suggests three means 

of implementation for the Sustainable Development Goal 4. 

The first way to accomplish the targets is, of course, through the improvement of schools. 

Considering the above- stated importance of formal education, improving schooling 

institutions is absolutely fundamental on both a structural and contents perspective. This 

improvement cannot be only related to the buildings themselves: hence, a substantial 

upgrade of schools implies the offering of good quality educational programs, but also the 

safeguard of the school environment. The students must have the possibility to enjoy a safe, 

inclusive and protected environment, free from every form of discrimination and with the 

necessary instruments to support everyone’s needs.260  

The second suggestion to achieve equal access to education is to improve the possibility to 

benefit from scholarships, especially in the least developed countries. Indeed, if it is 

necessary to give everyone the possibility to access education, including the higher and the 
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vocational ones, it looks evident that the least developed countries, or the most 

disadvantaged students need funding and scholarships in order to give the best students the 

opportunity to complete their education. Therefore, scholarships need to be available in 

developed countries too, where there may be students that do not have the possibility to 

continue their studies.261 

The third way suggested by the Agenda to achieve the targets related to the right to 

education is the enhancement of teachers. Indeed, it is necessary to increase the number of 

qualified teachers, and to achieve this goal, international cooperation can play a big role, 

especially in the circulation of teachers, for example from a developed to an 

underdeveloped country.262 

By analyzing the targets suggested by the 2030 Agenda and the Declaration itself, we can 

infer that they lay their foundations on the guiding principles of UNESCO itself and are 

therefore based on the human rights approach in the promotion of education for all. This 

approach, being based on the human rights, wants dignity, justice, equality, inclusion and 

protection as milestones and  strong accountability for the actions undertaken.263 Indeed, in 

order to see real action taking place towards the achievement of the pre-established goals, it 

is necessary for states to be aware of their role and of the relevance of their policies and 

implementations. The Declaration itself reaffirms the cornerstones of the UNESCO’s 

mission for the enhancement of peace among nations and people through international 

collaboration, and in particular through the protection, implementation and promotion of 

knowledge and culture. Hence, after the reestablishment of education as a public good but 

at the same time as a human right, strictly necessary for the enjoyment of all the other 

human rights, the Declaration recognizes it as the essential means to achieve the eradication 

of poverty, peace and sustainable development.264 The strategy of UNESCO, after strongly 

invoking the accountability of states and their direct responsibility towards the promotion 
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of education, with special attention to the equality of access to education, finally sees its 

realization in this Declaration itself.265 Indeed, the Declaration (following the standards of 

UNESCO), promotes a regional, national and international cooperation, in order to achieve 

the realization of a joint effort towards the universal promotion of education both at a local 

and at a global level.266 If the global Agenda is based on the UNESCO normative 

instruments and wants their implementation towards the promotion of the universality of 

the right to education, the UNESCO normative instruments are at the same time the tools to 

enhance, support and enforce the future global Agenda itself. Thus, the Standard-Setting 

review claims that “the agenda is rights‐based, holistic, sector‐wide and lifelong, as are the 

education-related instruments when combined.”267 

In conclusion, the Sustainable Development Goal 4-Education 2030 has different objectives 

and goals; first of which, the equal access and possibility to accomplish primary, secondary 

and higher education, in order to grant everyone a lifelong educational perspective. This 

way, through the increasing of funding and the possibility to benefit from scholarships, 

education (at all levels) becomes actually available for everyone, including (especially) 

people living in disadvantaged situations. Furthermore, the geographical scope wants to be 

extended at a global level: this Agenda is destined to the countries of the whole world, with 

no distinction between developed and underdeveloped countries. Hence, as already 

considered, people can live in disadvantaged situations both in rich and in poor countries. It 

is therefore necessary to improve international cooperation, in order to be able to put into 

action a system of reciprocal help, useful at a local and at a global level, too.268 The major 

focus of the Agenda is the accountability of states, because real change can only happen 

through different sustainable policies and only with the direct intervention of states. But 

states are not the only actors involved in this effort: indeed, to successfully achieve the 
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Sustainable Development Goals, a joint and coordinated effort among governments, private 

sectors, civil society and individuals in the first place is required.269 

 

6. Education for Sustainable Development: the key to achieve Sustainable Development 

The policies suggested in the 2030 Agenda have three major focuses: equal access to 

primary education, to further levels of education, and the concern that education is not only 

necessary to find a job, but also to develop a deeper awareness of the necessity of a human 

rights based approach towards the contemporary global issues of sustainable 

development.270 To make these suggestion a reality, Education for Sustainable 

Development is the key: indeed, according to this educational philosophy, it is the 

responsibility of every school institution to provide students with schooling programs and a 

specific pedagogy directed to the development of their sensitivity relating sustainable 

development goals and a humanitarian improvement of society.271 Considering that 

sustainable development must be achieved with a joined effort of the whole society and that 

education is the privileged instrument to shape the awareness of new generations in order to 

create a better society, the role of formal education shows once again its capital importance. 

Hence, Education for Sustainable Development necessarily needs to be included in all the 

schooling programs, because it is the right instrument to contribute to the accomplishment 

of the sustainable development goals, thanks to the “developing of cross-cutting 

sustainability competencies”, required to understand contemporary global issues and to 

give them a coherent response.272 Moreover, this particular type of education is useful to 

make students acquire the transversal competencies to solve issues related to the sustainable 

development goals and interconnected among each other. Indeed, education is not only 
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related to notions and knowledge, but it must be implemented with a wide spectrum of 

abilities that allow students to solve contemporary issues with different, interdependent and 

overarching approaches. In particular, the learning outcomes that students must achieve to 

face the challenges of sustainable development in the globalized world are “cognitive, 

socio-emotional and behavioral”. 273 Consequently, if it is true that education is the key to 

promote sustainable development at a global level, it is also true that not all types of 

education promote sustainable development.274 Thus, to promote the substantial 

achievement of a sustainable development, it is necessary to adopt the Education for 

Sustainable Development approach.275 This wants to enable individuals develop 

competencies of thought and decision making in specific contemporary issues, alongside 

with a deep understanding of the importance of every individual’s contribution to society. 

Students must be provided with competencies and skills that enable them to be part of the 

global change required to achieve sustainable development. Thus, Education for 

Sustainable Development must help students develop a more elaborated and complex 

sensitivity that will be the starting point for their awareness of the global crisis. Thanks to 

the spreading of this new type of global approach, young generations will have the 

intellectual instruments to reject unsustainable policies, laws and governments. After the 

reject phase, the constructive phase must follow, with the implementation of new 

sustainable policies based on responsible decisions, respecting the environment and the 

population inhabiting the planet.276 

But formal education, according to the UNESCO guideline, is not the only way to 

implement Education for Sustainable Development. Hence, considering that the aim of this 

educational approach is the one of preparing individuals to live their lives making 

reasonable decisions in order to enable the fulfillment of their needs without compromising 

the life of future generations, it looks logical that it cannot be limited to the realm of formal 

schooling. Thus, it must be an epochal change in the way people think society, institutions 
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and economy. Considering that what is required for sustainable development is the global 

acknowledgment of an inclusive, humanitarian and universal dimension of the human 

rights, this new mindset needs to be spread at all levels. Not only it is necessary for schools 

to be the promoters of sustainable development, but it is important to convey this new 

mentality in every realm of society, so in informal learning too.277  

The international acknowledgment of the necessity to shift towards Education for 

Sustainable Development has gained, over the decades, a growing participation rate from 

the beginning of the 1990s, until its culmination in the United Nations Decade of Education 

for Sustainable Development (DESD, 2005-2014). The goal of this Decade of Education 

for Sustainable Development was the implementation of the spreading of this new point of 

view towards sustainable development as a global goal in every realm of society. This 

mission had to be implemented through formal and informal education, and through a 

general awakening of the awareness of the world population. In the previous paragraphs, 

target 4.7. of Sustainable Development Goal 4 – Education 2030 has been introduced as the 

need to spread Education for Sustainable Development for all by 2030. This basically 

summarizes and includes all of what has been stated so far: education is a sustainable 

development goal and it is connected in a interdependent way with the other sustainable 

development goals. In order to achieve all the other 16 targets, it is impellent to spread 

Education for Sustainable Development, in order to awake the consciences and change the 

mindset of the majority of the population in the world. The goal of Education fur 

Sustainable Development is not easy and nor it is its actualization: preparing every citizen 

to understand the specific context he or she lives in, both considered by itself and in 

relation with the whole world. Different situations require the adjustment of the possible 

solution to the specific characteristics of the specific issue. These citizens, ready to face the 

challenges of the contemporary globalized world thanks to their multidimensional and 

interconnected competencies, qualify as “sustainability citizens”.278 According to the 

guideline of UNESCO, it is necessary to possess certain specific competencies to become 

sustainability citizens; these skills are overall orientated towards a positive contribution in 
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order to improve the world’s societies in the direction of a sustainable development. These 

specific competencies are the result of the lifelong learning process but they are not taught 

in school. They must derive from the elaboration of the above-mentioned deeper sensitivity 

and the development of the interest towards a more righteous, just and inclusive society. 

Values cannot be taught in schools, but they must be the result of the reasoning and work 

that schools can introduce; in other words, the development of sustainable skills can be 

introduced in the educational system, but it must be carried out by the student himself (or 

herself). Hence, sensitivity and values cannot be literally taught; the goal of sustainable 

education is to promote and transmit these core values to young generations so as to have 

them as milestones of society. But it is necessary to be careful in considering that the role 

of school is not the one of transmitting dogmas and sterile rules; on the contrary, the aim is 

the promotion of the development of every single peculiar personality and ideas starting 

from the righteous values internationally accepted. This way, every single person can, by 

laying the foundations of his or her thought on some righteous and virtuous theoretical 

standpoint, develop his or her very own ideas but with the goal of achieving sustainable 

development, human rights and social inclusion. This is evidence that education does not 

only need to change its own programs and contents but that it must shift the way it is 

thought: it cannot be just the transmission of notions, skills, and knowledge, but it must 

become the starting point from where individuals can develop their very own systems of 

thought.279  

The UNESCO guidance offers a very clear definition of the key-competencies that are 

required to fulfill the definition of sustainability citizens, and more importantly to change 

the world towards more sustainable policies. Specifically, these key –competencies are 

“transversal, multifunctional and context-independent”.280 This basically summarizes what 

has been claimed above: education must shift to the spreading of basic skills that enable 

students, both young and adults, achieve a deeper understanding of the contemporary 

social, economic and political dynamics on a local and on a global scale. Considering the 

interdependence of contemporary issues, for example the Sustainable Development Goals, 
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education must prepare students for a good quality but ready problem solving approach, 

flexible but specific at the same time. This outcome must necessarily be achieved because it 

is the only way to face the issues of an interconnected, globalized and interdependent 

world. Moreover, it looks logical that these skills must necessarily include the resort to 

international cooperation, both intellectual and practical, because the only successful way 

to confront global issues is through the deployment of a joined world effort. These key-

skills cover a wide range of critical areas, because they are related to different specific 

competencies. First of all, there is a crucial need for the ability to interpret a situation, 

understanding the relations in action in complex systems and the uncertainty that lays 

behind some unclear contexts (“system thinking competency”). Then, students must 

develop the capacity of anticipating future possible outcomes and developments, 

(“anticipatory competency”), and the readiness to implement the legal knowledge to 

practical situations and to negotiate the outcomes of possible crises (“normative 

competency”). Follows then the necessity to achieve the competency to take action and 

undertake strategies for the sustainable development (“strategic competency”), and the will 

and the faculty to collaborate with other actors in order to achieve a common goal 

(“collaboration competency”).281 

The last three key-competencies have a different connotation, because they are intrinsically 

related to every individual’s personal approach to problems and issues. Hence, they are 

called “critical thinking competency, self-awareness competency and integrated problem-

solving competency”, and their different connotation can be understood from their very 

own defining names.282 The critical thinking competency is interesting because it is one of 

the main goals of education: individuals can emancipate from imposed beliefs and 

superstitions only thanks to their ability to question the ongoing circumstances and enquire 

the imposed rules. Moreover, thanks to an educational approach that wants to promote the 

independent and critical thought towards the creation of the best solutions, the individual 

will be able to find the more suitable way to assess a specific issue thanks to his or her 
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independence of thought. 283 Critical reasoning is also a crucial ability for the individuals to 

achieve their own freedom, especially when they are in an oppressive or tyrannical 

situation. Hence, it is well known that a tyrannical government will perpetrate its 

oppressive policies for example through the spreading of controlled propaganda (see 

Condorcet in chapter 2). If the citizens do not possess the intellectual instruments to 

question the government’s propaganda, it will be hard for them to reject the government 

system and to emancipate themselves so as to create a different form of government.284 

Self-awareness competency has important implications in the way individuals perceive 

themselves as part of the global change. Indeed, we have considered above that the 

Sustainable Development Goals require every single individual’s action in the first place 

towards the achievement of improvements in society and that education must encourage the 

development of the individual’s personality in order to promote his direct action towards a 

substantial change. Therefore, it is important that every person develops his or her own 

self-awareness, especially in relation to everyone’s role in society.285 

Last comes the integrated problem-solving competency. This is the already mentioned 

ability to use all the knowledge and skills and individual owns in order to face hardships 

that are interconnected among each other. Thanks to this multidisciplinary ability, the 

educated individual will have the skills to respond to complicated and interrelated 

challenges. In conclusion, we can state that the development of this ability is the final goal 

of sustainable education itself, because it equips the individual with all the ability and skills 

required to undertake coherent solutions to solve contemporary issues by deploying all his 

skills and abilities and by interrelating them.286 

Finally, the sustainable educational approach offers a totally different way to look at global 

problems, thanks to the establishment of specific learning objectives that must be applied to 

the sustainable development goals in order to understand them better and offer more 

 
283 Ibidem. 
284 Ibidem. 
285 Ibidem. 
286 Ibidem. 



134 
 

qualified solutions for the specific issues that might arise.287 These learning objectives refer 

to three different domains: the cognitive, the socio-emotional and the behavioral domain.288 

Considering these different points of view when approaching the Sustainable Development 

Goals gives them a deeper dimension because it allows to start from a general standpoint 

and then specifically analyze the peculiar goal in all his aspects. The cognitive domain is 

indeed related to the complete understanding of the meaning of the goal itself and it 

requires knowledge and skills to be achieved. The socio-emotional domain is related to the 

ability of people to work together to successfully find solutions for specific issues; to do 

this, people need to master social and relational skills, in order to foster a productive 

collaboration at the required level. The behavioral domain is related to how people act in 

relation of the goals they want to achieve. Finally, UNESCO guidelines also suggest 

pedagogical approaches and topics that can be fostered to achieve the desired targets to 

promote Education for Sustainable Development and successfully access the Sustainable 

Development Goals.289 

 

7. Financing Education 2030 and Monitoring Instruments 

Of course, to actually put into action the projects outlined in the 2030 Agenda, specifically 

related to education, states will have to transfer their global commitments at a national 

level, through the creation of substantial internal policies to improve their educational 

structures.290  

This implementation must start, according to the UNESCO guidelines, with a national 

shared awareness and understanding of the topic and the necessity to act for its 

actualization. It is interesting to observe once again that there is numerous proof of the 

shared belief that all actions must start in the minds of people. Although, this is not 
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surprising, because, as anticipated above, it is the core of the philosophy of UNESCO itself: 

peace begins in the minds of people, and therefore it is impellent to nourish people’s mind 

with righteous values. 

After the creation of a solid shared belief regarding the necessity to work for the right to 

education at a national level, states must begin to take action, through three specific means: 

creating meaningful policies and enhancing them, planning future reforms to achieve the 

established goals (by 2030, in this specific context), and by monitoring and managing the 

actions undertaken, in order to accomplish a substantial change and not only a formal 

implementation.291 

The funding problem is probably the most crucial one for this matter. Indeed, after 

achieving a real change in the minds of people, policies must be implemented through solid 

funding, and specifically by “maximizing allocation and utilization to achieve equity, 

efficiency and effectiveness of spending”.292 This means that implementation can only start 

from a real commitment of governments in the overall increase of funding to support 

education at a national level. In other words, we can state that the real actor responsible for 

the promotion and improvement of education within the national territory is the state, that 

must engage in a strong allocation of funds for the enhancement of education. In order to 

achieve this, governments must dramatically increase public resources destined to 

education (international benchmarks suggest the allocation of 20% of the public 

expenditure for education improvements and the 4-6% of the GDP).293 

Furthermore, the UNESCO guideline for the achievement of the Sustainable Development 

Goal 4- Education 2030 suggests that states must become more efficient in the actual 

allocation of the above-mentioned resources destined to education and that they actually 

must become more accountable of what they do. Hence, not only it is necessary to use a 
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consistent amount of funds for the development of education, but it is impellent that these 

funds are mobilized in a coherent way to enhance equitable access to quality education.294 

Last, the guideline suggests a particular attention towards the people that find themselves in 

the most disadvantaged situations: in order to reduce the imbalances and give everyone the 

real possibility to access education, it looks evident that all those individuals need to be 

helped the most through the direct intervention of the state itself.295 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

1. Sustainable Development Goals Report 2019: achievements and open challenges  

The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2019 will help us understanding the progress 

that have been made so far regarding the 2030 Agenda, after 2015.296 The report is an 

useful instrument to note the implementations and improvements that have been made 

around the world towards the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. Hence, 

the report offers an analysis of the single goals, providing improvements and failures in 

their accomplishment, and it also gives a forecast of the results achievable by 2030 

considering the current pace of action. Although the  analysis provided in this paragraph is 

specifically related to the Sustainable Development Goal 4 - Education 2030, the 

interdependence of the Sustainable Development Goals and the human rights will 

necessarily include other goals in the study of Sustainable Development Goal 4. Moreover, 

the foreword written by António Gutierres, Secretary-General of the United Nations, gives 

us an useful and wide insight towards the general trend that sustainable development is 

taking right now in 2019, and underlines the critical aspects that need to be taken into 

account and improved in order to meet the 2030 goals. 

Generally speaking, according to Gutierres, the report shows that great progress is being 

made towards the actual accomplishment of the Sustained Development Goals and that 

some positive trends are actually taking place. For example, extreme poverty is strongly 

decreasing, the mortality of children under five years old has dropped by 49%  between 

2000 and 2017, immunization and vaccines are critically impacting the decrease of 

mortality for illnesses and great improvements are being made in the possibility for people 

to access electricity.297 Clearly,  international cooperation, which takes place through the 

work of nations, international organizations, business, civil society, local authorities and 

single citizens is impacting the world issues in a good and efficient way. States are working 

 
296Sustainable Development Goals Report 2019, website:  

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/  (Last visited: September 15, 2019). 
297 Ibidem, p 2. 

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/


138 
 

to protect the marine environment, to support a sustainable urbanization, consumption and 

production.298 Although some considerable general amelioration is taking place thanks to 

the global joint effort, some issues remain critical and need to be urgently addressed at a 

global level too: among all these, climate change is worsening at an incredibly fast pace and 

climate disasters inevitably impact situations of extreme poverty and inequalities within 

countries. Thus, whereas climate change will strike against the whole human population, 

the worst effects will definitely impact the most underdeveloped countries, which for 

example lack safe buildings or the technological instruments that could help in the 

prevention of climate disasters or in the reparations right after. For this reason, it logically 

follows that extreme poverty and global climate emergency will necessarily increase and 

worsen hunger issues, and the lack of essential health services. Of course, in such critical 

situations, the improvement of education and the protection of people with disabilities, 

alongside with the elimination of discrimination, struggle to have substantial 

enhancement.299 

For what is related to our concern, we will now consider the analysis and the data updated 

to 2019 regarding the implementation of the right to education as Sustainable Development 

Goal 4. As already investigated, Education as Sustainable Development Goal 4 aims at 

ensuring “inclusive and equitable education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for 

all”.300 The data provided by the 2019 report are astonishingly negative. Although some 

progress have been made for the promotion of literacy around the world, 617 million of 

children and young people do not possess the basic abilities in reading and mathematics.301 

Considering the adult side of the data, estimates are that 750 million adults are still 

illiterate, and 2 thirds of them are women, showing then the persistence of discrimination in 

education.302 Then, according to the data underlined in the report,  if we consider Sub-

Saharan Africa, more than half of the schools and institutions available in the area lack 

strongly crucial services necessary to make the school environment healthy, safe and 
 

298 Ibidem. 
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appropriate to achieve the goals of education itself: drinkable water, facilities to wash their 

hands, computers, technology and internet access.303 The fact that underdeveloped 

countries have schools that lack basic services required to make them healthy and able to 

offer an education of the same quality of the one provided in developed countries, 

inevitably shows the strong and intrinsic connection between the right to education and the 

other rights (for example social, cultural, economic rights), or in parallel, the connection 

between education as a Sustainable Development Goal and the other Sustainable 

Development Goals. In other words, a successful and effective promotion of education will 

be extremely harder in a country or a situation that lacks the services required to achieve 

basic needs such as drinkable water, personal hygiene, the elimination of discrimination 

and so on. The meaning of this must be found in the fact that the promotion of education 

cannot exists without the protection of individuals in every sphere of society, and therefore 

education and Sustainable Development goals prove once again to be interlinked. 

The report proceeds by giving more negative data: it displays that one child out of five 

children between 6 and 17 years is not going to school and that in Central Asia, 27% more 

girls than boys in the primary school level of education are not attending any school 

institution.304 

By looking at the data that the foreword of the report wants to underline, it is inferable that 

the road to universal education is still very long and definitely related to the substantial 

enjoyment of the human rights at a universal, indivisible and equal level, because when 

they are neglected, people lack real access to their inherent rights. This gives us the proper 

context to understand where the disparities related to the access to education come from. 

Hence, when children, and more in general, people, do not have the possibility to attend 

school, or when they have access to school but the quality of the programs offered does not 

meet the needs of the complexity of today’s world, they will never be ready to fully face the 

challenges of the contemporary world. Therefore, they will not have the real possibility to 

escape poverty and enjoy upward social and economical mobility, because they will not be 
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coherently prepared.305 It is also interesting to consider the global point of view: indeed, 

illiteracy does not only affect the possibility of empowerment and upward mobility of the 

individual, but it also has a negative impact on the future outcomes of society itself. Hence, 

if the children of today are the leaders of tomorrow, the result of childhood illiteracy will 

necessarily be the lack of education of the future leading generations. By widely 

considering this on a global scale and on the long run, the most affected countries will 

definitely be the low-income countries, because they are the ones who need a drastic 

change in their policies for the future. We have already claimed that modern issues require 

international cooperation in order to be defeated at a global level; but international 

intervention will never be successful if the national mentality, culture, and population is not 

educated towards a successful change. How can a country aim at radical changes when 

these are not included in the cultural awareness of the country itself? Once again, we have 

proof of the necessity of Education for Sustainable Development, in order to help people 

develop a more sensitive awareness, necessary for them to be the actors of the change that 

will improve the society they live in.306 

The starting situation of 2015 regarding children illiteracy was definitely arduous: 

according to the data provided by UNESCO, more than 55% of the global total of children 

around the whole world did not have the minimum abilities in reading and calculating. 307 

Among these children and adolescent, some have never attended any school in their life 

while some other dropped out or never achieved substantial results. This focuses once again 

our attention on the necessity of quality education: attending school is not enough to 

achieve proficiency in the desired skills, especially if the school environment is not safe 

and if the programs provided are not consistent and of good quality. According to the 

report, as anticipated, the highest rates of non-proficiency are to be found in Sub-Saharan 

Africa (88% of children, which means 202 millions) and in Central and Southern Asia 

(around 80% of children, so around 230 million of children). 308 Clearly, Sub-Saharan 
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Africa and Southern Asia are critical areas also for the fulfillment of the other sustainable 

development goals and the respect of the human rights, and qualify as the poorest areas in 

the world. This gives once again credit to the necessary relation between education and the 

surrounding social, political and economic context (according to the data provided by this 

report, out of 736 million people living in extreme poverty in 2015, 413 million were 

located in Sub-Saharan Africa).309 Moreover, this report clearly states that 2/3 of the people 

that find themselves in conditions of undernourishment live in Sub-Saharan Africa (237 

million) and Southern Asia (277 million).310 These are only two examples that show that 

the areas with weak educational systems are also the ones where life is more difficult, with 

the highest rates of hunger, extreme poverty, diseases (for example HIV rates in  Sub-

Saharan Africa), gender discrimination (childhood marriages in Southern Asia, female 

genital mutilation in West Africa), lack of hygiene and drinkable water, the lack of high-

tech sectors (especially in Sub-Saharan Africa), human trafficking issues, lack of children 

protection and so on.311 Clearly, the implementation of the schooling systems in these 

countries must be carried out alongside with the improvement of the whole entirety of the 

human rights and the sustainable development goals, and these issues cannot be solved 

through the mere intervention of the state. Hence, the dimension of their spectrum requires 

that they can only be addressed through a joint, international, collaborative effort. 

Considering once again the specific issue of the right to education, after explaining the 

starting situation of 2015, the report displays the improvements achieved. For example, the 

report suggests an analysis of early childhood education, which displays that education 

itself is among the best investments that a nation can do for its own future. Indeed, the data 

prove that early childhood education is the best instrument to prepare children to attend 

primary education afterwards in both developed and developing countries. Proof of this is 

that even when parents are free by law to decide how and when to enroll their children in 

primary school, participation rate in pre-school education (so, one year before the standard 

primary education), has dramatically risen all around the world and in both high and low 
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income countries. Globally, the rate of participation in early childhood education has risen 

from 63% in 2010 to 69% in 2017. However, the rates remain lower in the least developed 

countries, with a participation rate at 43%.312 

Finally, it is possible to declare that the progress regarding access to education is not 

sufficient for the solution of the educational issue. Indeed, if we consider the data provided 

by the 2019 report, in 2017 there were still 262 million children and adolescents not 

attending any school at all.313 If this can sound just like a mere number, 262 million 

children equals one fifth of the whole global population of that age: a disturbingly high rate 

of young people excluded from education (primary, secondary of upper secondary 

education).314 Sadly enough, this lack of participation in education is even worse if we 

consider the gender-gap. Hence, in specific areas, such as Northern and Sub-Saharan 

Africa, and Central and Western Asia, girls face a strong discrimination in the access to 

education if their participation rate is compared to the one regarding boys: at a global level, 

every 100 boys available to attend school, there were 127 girls out of school in 2017.315 

This shows that even if discrimination is prohibited by law, and that even if internationally 

accepted rules want to promote education without discrimination, the road to achieve 

universal education for all in 2030 is still incredibly hard. Interestingly enough, the main 

difficulties that impede this goal lay in the traditional cultural beliefs of the least developed 

countries. 

Another problem presented by the report concerns the quality of education. This particular 

detail lays at the core of the 2030 Agenda and has been already explained in the previous 

pages. In order for education to promote a substantial change in the driving culture of the 

society of tomorrow and give people the real opportunity to become more productive and 

find better jobs on the market, education must offer good quality programs. This is a 

serious problem when, for example in Sub-Saharan Africa, schools do not even have the 

minimum basic resources mentioned earlier, such as drinkable water, hygiene facilities, 
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computers and internet connection.316 Also, another crucial factor is that teachers need to be 

properly trained and prepared to carry out meaningful lessons that must be part of a 

coherent program (Sub-Saharan Africa has enormous hardships on this matter, too). As 

analyzed earlier, this problem is solvable thanks to international cooperation, for example 

by sending teachers from developed countries to underdeveloped countries, through 

favoring the circulation of schooling materials, books and resources and through the help in 

the training of local teachers. These hardships can be overcome through, as had already 

been suggested in the previous pages, the support of teachers by the state, for example by 

giving them a decent pay, competitive benefits and the possibility to receive a quality 

training for themselves in the first place. 

Finally, adult education must be taken into account too. Indeed, among the objectives of the 

2030 Agenda there is the equal access to all the levels of education, and for this access to 

be actually equal, it must be directed both to children and adults that have not received the 

possibility to be educated when they were younger. Although the report has shown some 

improvements, in 2016 the number of people that were still illiterate amounted to 750 

million people, two thirds of which were women. This naturally confirms the fact that 

discrimination is still dramatically present in the world trends of education, both at the 

children and at the adult level. Moreover, Sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia qualify 

once again as the countries with the lowest adult education rate, with Southern Asia alone 

presenting an illiteracy rate that is 49% of the whole world population.317 

Although the data may seem astonishingly negative and discomforting, it is important to 

acknowledge that they show a global positive trend: illiteracy is slowly decreasing at a 

global level, access to education is expanding and discrimination is being fought (women’s 

literacy is increasing at a faster pace than the one of males). Moreover, children education 

rates are increasing (in particular if confronted to the adults ones), showing that significant 
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efforts are being made and that results are starting to be met at a global level, even if must 

be considered that the Sub-Saharan Africa remains the most struggling area.318 

 

2. Final considerations 

It looks evident that the awareness of the importance of education as a human right has 

come a long way since its first theorization in the Enlightenment Period. The world has 

finally acknowledged the impellent necessity of the protection and the implementation of 

education as an indivisible, universal and inclusive right. Furthermore, it has also been 

finally recognized that education is a right that is intrinsically related to all the other human 

rights and that for this reason, it is a key right in every individual’s life. Indeed, if in the 

XVIII Century, education was the means through which people could emancipate from 

tyrannical governments (such as the French Monarchy before the French Revolution), now 

education is officially recognized as the empowering right for excellence. Indeed, thanks to 

education, every individual can be provided with the ability to develop his or her very own 

personality as a whole. This means that everyone possesses the abilities and skills to 

develop his or her personality and talents, but that education (and in particular teachers) 

play a fundamental role towards the development of the individuals. After this 

consideration and the improvement of ability, skills and knowledge of a person, the 

empowering role of education remains evident at the social level: this now educated person 

is aware of his or her inherent rights and has the intellectual instruments to question his or 

her position in the community or society he or she lives in. This means that if this 

individual lives in a disadvantaged situation, thanks to his or her education, he or she will 

be able to lift him or herself up from poverty and try to achieve upward social-economical 

mobility.  

Although education proves to be the right that unlocks the enjoyment of all the other rights, 

thanks to the fact that an educated individual is a conscious individual (socially speaking), 

this may not be enough for the person to be successful in the achievement of social or 
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economical upward mobility. Hence, education is strongly connected to all the other rights 

not only because it makes people aware of what they are entitled, but also because, if the 

other rights are neglected, it is more difficult to have the opportunity to enjoy the right to 

education. Indeed, as demonstrated in the last chapter, it is proved that the areas in which 

human rights (and consequently the sustainable development goals) are neglected the most, 

hardships towards the implementation of the right to education seem to be stronger. For this 

reason, it is definitely impellent that the conception towards education must dramatically 

change. Considering education as a mere process of teaching knowledge and learning skills 

to have better opportunities on the job market and be more productive in the economy is 

certainly one part of education, but not the only one. Definitely, this conception of 

education is a part of the wide meaning that education has in the contemporary world and it 

is the starting point for people to build a new life, by emancipating from poverty and 

enjoying a decent existence. But education must now be rethought in connection to 

sustainable development and therefore it must be pursued as a goal, but also as a mean to 

achieve sustainable development, both in developed and underdeveloped countries. 

In a society that is led by the market, the only solution to promote education is to start over 

from the consciences of the young generations. Indeed, young people are the rulers of the 

future, and if the world wants to accomplish specific sustainable development goals, the 

change must start in the minds of people, which in other words means that culture 

necessarily needs to change in its very roots.  To make this happen, Noam Chomsky 

suggests that the role of intellectuals has a capital importance in the shaping of the 

responsibility of peoples.319 According to Chomsky, it is the responsibility of the 

intellectuals, thanks to their intellectual abilities, to denounce the actions of governments, 

especially when these deny people’s rights or are deceiving and related to particular 

interests. The observation of Chomsky implies that an elitist group of people, limited in 

number, must have a sort of guide role for the majority of the people. While it is hard to 

claim that the majority of the population can have the means to undertake specific detailed 
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analysis of the current political and economic world dynamics, it can be useful to embrace 

the assumption of Chomsky to promote a change in the intellectual interests and therefore 

abilities of the masses. In other words: if the intellectuals have the role to reveal the lies and 

the deceiving policies undertaken by governments, the spreading of a different sort of 

education can promote a substantial change for the majority of the population, in order to 

give every citizen the ability to be an active part of a substantial global change. And this is 

the role of Education for Sustainable Development: this philosophy does not want to limit 

education to the formation of individuals that will have better opportunities for their future, 

but it also wants to educate people towards a sustainable development of the whole society. 

Therefore, Education for Sustainable Development wants to give everyone the intellectual 

instruments to understand the social, political and economic dynamics of society, so what 

used to be the privilege of the intellectuals. Thanks to Education for Sustainable 

Development, everyone can be aware of what is needed to accomplish a substantial change 

in the world, because this sort of education is aimed at the transmission of overarching 

competencies that are suitable for the understanding of global problems and for the 

individuation of useful solutions. To achieve this, individuals must be equipped with 

interdependent competencies and skills that can be applied to interlinked problems, which 

change at a constantly increasing speed. 

Moreover, the complexity of the present world and issues requires that the specific areas 

are studied and analyzed in order to individuate peculiar and fitting solutions. As already 

anticipated, Tomaševski suggests that every single issue is analyzed and investigated in its 

very own dimension, because standardized solutions cannot be the response to different 

issues. Considering the specific realm of education, for example, the existing problems in 

the Sub-Saharan Africa (presented in the previous chapter and related to a copious number 

of other social issues) will be definitely different than the ones existing in America (related 

for example to the student-debt crisis). Therefore, to properly address these issues in their 

specific dimension, it is necessary to have a type of education that allows individuals to 

connect problems and solutions in order to find the best fitting policies.  
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Although this may sound only belonging to the realm of politics, when the change will 

finally assume a cultural dimension thanks to the spreading of Education for Sustainable 

Development, the guiding line of thought and the mindset of the future generations will 

enable the future ruling classes to make different choices. This dramatic change in the 

approach of politics, economics, society and education towards all the realms of life will 

hopefully promote global sustainable and inclusive trends. In conclusion, to save the world 

and achieve the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030, the change must begin within 

education and simultaneously proceed with the support of the human right and sustainable 

development. Education which must therefore adopt an inclusive and universal approach, 

with specific focus on the quality of the programs and on the substantial possibility for 

everyone to have access to the desired level of education. Once the world will have 

substantially achieved a real change in the awareness regarding these necessities, the first 

step to change the current trends and to build a more equal future will have finally been 

made. 
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