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MUCH can be said of the remarkable benefits society earns by awarding education the status of a human right. Before that discussion, however, it would be reasonable to define the legal construct that defines a right. 
A human right refers to a sort of power or freedom guaranteed to an individual upon his or her birth. It is fundamental in acknowledging that the nature of man can only be preserved and enhanced by securing such a right. In fact, that is exactly the argument made by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), when it enshrines in Article 26 the right to education through an international legal framework.

In the second clause of this article, not only is the right to free learning specified, so is the necessity for such a provision in law to ensure the peaceful coexistence of all nations, races and religious groups. In particular it emphasises mutual respect, tolerance and the ability to understand each other to further this ultimate goal. All this, the article asserts, can only be secured through the recognition of education as a right. There are two means of testing whether this assertion is valid. First, by studying the implications arising from Article 26 and second, by revising some research conducted to study a link between the provision of education and the upholding of other rights.

Article 26 (i) implies the need for a healthy learning environment when it encourages states to ensure continued learning — beyond the basic level — for individuals. This can be studied firstly as the need for education that caters to individuals` various learning requirements and expectations, for example as disabled students or with certain vocational inclinations. This need is echoed in Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which stresses on citizens` ability to participate in a `free society`.

Secondly, it could be a reference to the effective participation of the people, tools and institutions involved in education. In that sense, education as a human right in isolation is incomplete. It requires that many other rights be targeted as well, such as those of expression, women`s rights and freedom from discrimination and exploitative labour.

The role, therefore, that even basic schooling can play in bringing women and other disadvantaged groups out of their extant plight is a legally acknowledged one (Article 5 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination; Articles 10 and 14 of the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women).

Further derivatives of the UDHR are found in Articles 28 and 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which emphasise regular school attendance and the completion of school courses. They also aim at fostering, through education, the development of respect for the child`s parents, cultural identity, values and language to guarantee that a child`s mental and physical faculties are nurtured to the highest possible capacity.

If such requirements are met, they would guarantee accessible education of a quality that would aid children in growing up to respect other members of society and the duties that bind them in social contract to other citizens, regardless of racial, ethnic or financial background. Darling-Hammond (1996) believes this sort of education would be a useful means to preserving a democratic society. Additionally, Haveman and Wolfe (1984) associated some 20 benefits with education, including crime reduction, social cohesion and even a potential drop in birth rates. This shows fairly well, even if not perfectly clearly, the advantages reaped when education is approached as a right, not just as a service.

Consider a situation (perhaps pre-Second World War) in which basic education was merely a service, not a state-protected right. If its distribution was only to be settled through, say, the forces of demand and supply, such a market structure may prove particularly significant in limiting the majority of citizens` access to education. (As supply would exceed demand, the price of one year`s education would be much higher than a `fair` price. I refrain from using `equilibrium` price because equilibrium could be achieved subsequently where supply would meet demand, but this would not necessarily be the most affordable or just price.)

In the trend towards the maximum privatisation of education, surely, we would reach a point similar to that of Bolivia`s water fiasco in the late 1990s. Education would become so highly priced, and therefore scarcely provided, that it could upset the natural progression of future generations towards more fulfilling lives.

Of course, the many other benefits of the right to education include equipping a new or even the current generation with the skills, tools and concepts that ensure its basic survival and self-sufficiency. Furthermore, with learning comes the ability to rationalise the daily questions of life and the more complex social, political and moral dimensions of the spheres within which humans exist. As a means to securing further rights such as those of life, liberty, person and a decent standard of living, the right to education indirectly influences social stability, non-violent conflict resolution and other forms of socio-economic development.

The Dakar Framework for Action (2000) outlines measures governments should take to ensure the provision of the right to education, which include expanding early childhood care, providing free and compulsory education and increasing adult literacy, especially for women. True, all of this may seem too much to ask of the state. However, investment in the right to education should be treated like that in a solar panel: the initial costs are significant, but over time its benefits far outweigh those of many other available policy options for a sustainable future.

The writer is reading for an MSc in Comparative and International Education at the University of Oxford.
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