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CHAPTER 1—INTRODUCTION TO HUMAN RIGHTS

Chapter Purpose: The overall approach for this chapter is to use the
newspaper to discover and explore the meaning of human rights.

Objectives:
1. Students will gain a general understanding of what human rights are, including the
fact that with rights come responsibilities.
2. Students will learn to identify human rights issues in the newspaper.
3. Students will gain knowledge about current human rights issues, both in Canada and
throughout the world. This will include developing an awareness and understanding of
the impact of human rights abuses throughout the world, and that they are condemned
internationally.
4. Students will gain an appreciation of the importance of standing up for their own
rights as well as those of others.

Background Information

Definitions

Funk & Wagnalls Standard College Dictionary provides the following definition for the word
“right”: A just and proper claim or title to anything, or that which may be claimed on just,
moral, legal or customary grounds.1

For the phrase “natural rights”, Funk & Wagnalls says: Rights with which mankind is
supposedly endowed by nature.2

Finally, Black’s Law Dictionary says that “right” means justice, ethical correctness, or
consonance with the rules of law or the principles of morals.3

None of these sources provides a definition of “human rights”, even though this phrase has
been a common one ever since the United Nations first drafted the Universal Declaration of
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Human Rights in 1948. Simply put, human rights are moral rights that belong to everyone. The
only qualifications required to obtain human rights are to be born and to be human. It does not
matter where you live, who your friends and family are, how much money you have, what race
or ethnic group you belong to or identify with, or whether you are female or male. All of us
have the same human rights, because we are all human.

Human Rights—What Are They About?
At their core, human rights are concerned with very basic issues. They include the right to life,
liberty and a decent human experience. Human rights also include all of the political, social, and
economic rights necessary for people to live dignified lives.4

Human Rights—A Brief History
The idea that human beings are entitled to certain basic rights is not new.5 The first laws dealing
with human rights were established four thousand years ago by the Babylonian ruler
Hammurabi. As time passed, virtually every major religion embraced the dignity of human
beings. However, not all religious leaders had the same ideas about the content of human rights.
For example, many believed that slavery was acceptable and that women should not have as
many rights as men.

In 1215, a document called the Magna Carta was drafted in England. It provided the foundation
for many of the human rights laws that exist today throughout the world. It said that no one, not
even a monarch, was above the law. Some of the rights contained in the Magna Carta made
their way into legislation that was drafted in the 18th and 19th centuries in the United States and
France. During this time, the notion of liberalism was prevalent throughout western nations.
Liberalism included the idea that citizens had inherent, fundamental, and inalienable rights. In
other words, people were entitled to these rights by virtue of being human, and people could not
lose these rights for any reason whatsoever.

Human Rights—Two Categories
Human rights are divided into two general categories. First, civil and political rights are
concerned with giving individuals freedom of action, freedom of choice and freedom to
participate in political life. These rights are sometimes referred to as “civil liberties”. They
include:

• freedom of speech;
• freedom of movement;
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• the right to vote;
• freedom of religion and conscience; and
• freedom of thought, belief and expression.

Second, economic, social and cultural rights seek to protect peoples’ physical, material, social,
and economic well-being. They include:

• the right to work;
• the right to rest and leisure; and
• the rights to adequate food, clothing, housing, and medical care.

The foundation of human rights is the belief that everyone is born with equal rights and dignity.

One set of rights is not more important than the other. A particular situation will determine a
person’s priorities. For example, people facing starvation may find the concept of freedom of
expression to be irrelevant at that time.6 All rights are interrelated and dependent upon one
another.

Human Rights—The Past 50 Years
Why are human rights discussed so often today? Why have they become such an important
topic internationally, as well as nationally and locally? The answer is found in the aftermath of
World War II. People were aghast at the terrible abuse millions had suffered during the war,
and wanted to take every possible step to ensure that World War III did not occur. As a result,
immediately following the end of the war in 1945, forty-five nations came together and created
an organization pledged to promote “universal respect for and observance of human rights and
fundamental freedoms.” That organization was, and still is, called the United Nations.7

In this chapter and in chapter 3, international human rights laws and how they apply to
Canadians will be examined. The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and provincial
human rights legislation will be examined in chapter 4. Below is a brief summary of human
rights laws and how they apply to Canadians. The Chart will be a useful reference in later
chapters.
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Application of Human Rights Law to Canadians

Law or
Legislation

To whom does
it apply?

Whom does
the law
protect?

What rights
are covered by

the law?

Where will
one go for

assistance?

International Bill
of Rights

federal and
provincial

governments

Canadians basic human rights
and civil liberties

after all legal
avenues do not

work in Canada,
make individual

complaint or
communication to
the United Nations

Canadian Charter
of Rights and

Freedoms

federal, provincial
and municipal
governments

Canadian citizens
or individuals (see

wording of
individual sections)

basic human rights
and civil liberties

Canadian courts are
permitted to

provide Charter
remedies

Provincial human
rights legislation

provincial
governments and
private citizens

people in the
particular province

freedom from
discrimination in
particular settings
(e.g., employment
and tenancy) under
particular grounds

(e.g., race and
religion); settings
and grounds vary

between provinces

various provincial
human rights
commissions
administer the

legislation

Canadian federal
human rights
legislation

federal government
and private

businesses under
federal jurisdiction

(e.g. banks)

people dealing with
the federal

government or
businesses under

federal jurisdiction

freedom from
discrimination in
particular settings
(e.g., employment
and tenancy) under
particular grounds

(e.g., race and
religion)

Federal Human
Rights

Commission

Criminal Code of
Canada

individuals in
Canada

individuals in
Canada

war crimes
provisions; hate

crimes provisions;
harassment and
assault laws;
sentencing

provisions which
apply to crimes

involving
discrimination

Courts/police
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The Universal Declaration of Human Rights

The United Nations originally consisted of the nations who were eventually victorious in World
War II. On December 10, 1948, the United Nations passed the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR). Below is a brief description of the content of some important articles
(sections) contained in the UDHR.

Article 1: All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.
Article 2: Everyone is entitled to all of these rights in the UDHR regardless of race,
colour, sex, language, religion and place of origin.
Article 3: People have the right to life, liberty and security of the person.
Article 5: No one shall be subject to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading
punishment.
Article 9: No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile.
Article 10: Everyone is entitled to a fair trial by an independent tribunal.
Article 11: Everyone has the right to be presumed innocent.
Article 18: Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.
Article 19: Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and of expression.
Article 23: Everyone has the right to work and to free choice of employment.
Article 24: Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable working
hours and holidays with pay.
Article 25: Everyone has the right to an adequate standard of living, including food,
clothing, housing, social services and immediate care.

Human Rights Are Not Absolute
It is important to understand that human rights are not absolute. With these rights come
responsibilities. The UDHR emphasizes this in article 29(2), which states that people have
duties towards others. A person’s rights and freedoms are limited by the need to respect the
rights and freedoms of others. In other words, having rights also means being fair to others—to
each other, to our families and to the community we live in. Sometimes, however, it can be
difficult to determine what is fair. Limits must be imposed on a person’s rights when those
rights come into conflict with another person’s. If one person is allowed to do whatever she
wants whenever she wants, it automatically means that other people cannot do whatever they
want whenever they want. Deciding what kinds of limits can be justifiably imposed on a
particular right is often not easy. For example, freedom of speech is a good thing for the most
part. However, when hateful speech is directed at other people, it might cause these other people
to feel threatened, and might contravene their right to security of the person and their right to
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equality and dignity, among other rights. Deciding exactly what people can and cannot say is an
extremely challenging task that is fraught with controversy.

Discrimination
The foundation of human rights is the belief that everyone is born with equal rights and dignity,
as article 1 emphasizes. Another way of saying this is that everyone has the right not to be
discriminated against. It is difficult to come up with a precise legal definition of the word
“discrimination” because what we hold to be discrimination is constantly evolving. It changes
over time as societal values change. What is considered to be discrimination today was in many
cases not considered to be discrimination one hundred years ago.8 For example, in the early
part of this century women were not allowed to vote, and it was not until 1918 that some women
were permitted to vote in federal elections. In Alberta, women were not allowed to hold civic,
judicial or governmental positions until 1930. Still, if you were looking for a very basic and
non-legal  definition of discrimination, you could say that it is treating someone unequally and
unfairly.

Discrimination, Prejudice and Stereotypes
In order to better understand the meaning of discrimination, it is important to distinguish
between discrimination, prejudice, and stereotyping. Legally, discrimination can be described as
unfair treatment because of a certain characteristic. The characteristic can be race, religion,
nationality, or a physical disability, to name a few.

Discrimination is based on prejudice, which is an attitude or belief that is formed or held
without really considering the facts.9 Prejudice means judging in advance.

Stereotyping involves making universal assumptions without knowing all the facts. A stereotype
assumes that all members of a group share some general quality, such as they are all smart, or
stupid, or hard-working, or bad drivers. Stereotyping of people or groups can be derogatory and
can lead to prejudice and discrimination.

Stereotyping and prejudice involve thinking in a certain biased way. Discrimination is different
in that it involves actually acting on these biased thoughts. People are often hurt by prejudicial
attitudes and discriminatory behaviour. People may lose out on jobs or apartments because of
discriminatory attitudes. The law cannot control stereotyping or prejudiced attitudes because
they are only thoughts. However, it can address discrimination. For example, a person may be
prejudiced against people with brown hair. If this person keeps the prejudiced feeling to herself
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or himself, then it is not illegal. However, if this person starts to beat up all people with brown
hair, it becomes discrimination, which is illegal and can be acted upon by the authorities.
Prejudice is a state of mind, while discrimination is a definite action that results from prejudice.

Examples of discrimination, prejudice and stereotyping:
1. Joe says he doesn’t like Martians, even though he has never met a Martian. Joe is
prejudiced against Martians.

2. Jeff refuses to eat shrimp, because he insists that he will not like it, even though he has
never tried it before. Jeff is prejudiced against shrimp. However, in this particular case Jeff’s
prejudice is unlikely to cause harm to anyone. Prejudiced attitudes do not always result in
negative consequences.

3. Jenny fell and hurt her leg. She was approached by a female doctor but refused help. She
does not trust female doctors, even though she has never been treated by one. Jenny is
prejudiced against female doctors, and is discriminating against the one who tried to help her. In
this case, Jenny’s prejudiced attitude may negatively affect the female doctor, who is not being
treated with the dignity and respect that she deserves. Jenny’s prejudice may also affect herself
negatively, because her attitude will result in a delay before her injured leg is treated.
Discrimination hurts not only those who are its victims, but also its perpetrators.

4. Jill wanted to play on the boys’ soccer team. She is a skilled player and can easily outrun
most of the boys on the team, but the coach won’t even let her try out. The coach is
discriminating against Jill. Once again, both people are negatively affected by the
discrimination. Jill cannot play on the team, and the coach loses a good player.

5. Holly owns an apartment building in town. She makes it a policy to rent only to married
people. Holly is discriminating against single people and unmarried partners.

6. All Asians are excellent mathematicians. This is an example of a stereotype. Although this
appears at first to be a positive stereotype, it can still be harmful. For one thing, it is not
true—not all Asians are good at math. If you were Asian and you were not good at math, you
might feel as though there was something wrong with you.
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Forms of discrimination:

Direct Discrimination: When a rule or policy obviously discriminates against a particular
group of people. For example, an employer who has a policy that states that no persons of
colour, women or Catholics may be hired is directly discriminating against these groups. Direct
discrimination is easy to spot.

Adverse Effect Discrimination: When the discrimination is not intentional. For example, an
employer may have a policy that appears to be fair because it applies to all people, but is actually
unfair to a certain group. There was a Canadian legal case that involved two female pilots who
were refused employment because they did not meet the standard height requirement.10

Although the height requirement applied to everyone, it had the effect of eliminating 82% of
women from employment as pilots. Even though employers may not intend to discriminate it
may still be considered to be discrimination because the law looks at the impact of the company
policy, not its intent.

Systemic Discrimination: When a number of policies, rules and attitudes act together to
form an atmosphere of discrimination. This kind of discrimination is difficult to detect, and
emerges only over time.

NEWSPAPERS AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Newspapers and human rights have a very close relationship. A large percentage of newspaper
stories relate directly to human rights issues. In fact, human rights concepts can be found, at one
time or another, in virtually every section of a newspaper. Here are some examples from only
one edition of two different newspapers:

City Section:
• Acreage owners are set to battle a local energy company’s plan to extend the life of

an aging sour gas pipeline in their community that has been prone to leaks in the
past. (Human rights issues: right to security of the person—the acreage owners
are concerned about their health and safety because the pipeline has been known to
leak. Also: right to work and to free choice of employment—the people operating
the pipeline want to continue to make their living as they have been.)
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• The Worker’s Compensation Board says it checks the criminal records of claimants
and red-flags their files to alert employees who come into contact with them.
(Human rights issues: right to privacy, right to security of the person, right to be
presumed innocent.)

• Possible water contamination from a neighbourhood’s private lake. (Human rights
issue: right to security of the person.)

• A man charged with planning to blow up the homes of three people made his first
court appearance. (Human rights issues: right to liberty—if convicted, the man will
lose this right. Also: right to security of the person—the people whose homes the
man allegedly planned to blow up are concerned for their safety.)

Entertainment Section:
• Billionaire invests in a New Age TV station. (Human rights issues: the right to

freedom of religion, the right to freedom of expression.)
• Dead TV star’s widow sues a tabloid for portraying the star’s marriage as troubled

and for saying the star was involved in illegal drugs and pornography. (Human
rights issues: the right to freedom of expression and the right to privacy.)

Sports Section:
• Hockey officials and organizations deny responsibility for sex abuse perpetrated by

junior hockey coach. (Human rights issues: right to liberty and security of the
person.)

• Sprinter who was suspended for steroid use applies for reinstatement with the track
federation and is denied. (Human rights issues: right to liberty, right to work and
to free choice of employment, right to a fair trial.)

Business Section:
• Telecommunications and postal workers went on strike to demand higher pay.

(Human rights issues: the right to work and free choice of employment, the right
to freedom of opinion and of expression.)

Front Section:
• Women working as strippers are warned that they can only look, not touch at strip

shows. (Human rights issues: right to freedom of expression, right to work and
free choice of employment.)
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• Hotel operators applied for slot-machine gaming rooms, but were denied. (Human
rights issues: the right to work and to free choice of employment.)

• A man accused of dragging his dog behind a truck until the animal’s paws were
skinned to the bone was confronted by an angry mob. (Human rights issues: the
right to liberty and security of the person: the accused has right to security of the
person; not to be accused by an angry mob despite his alleged crime.)

• Man enters Jewish Centre and shoots children. (Human rights issues: the right to
life, liberty and security of the person, the right to equality regardless of race,
colour, sex, language, religion and place of origin, the right to freedom of
thought, conscience and religion.

• People infected with hepatitis C through blood transfusions receive compensation.
(Human rights issues: the right to life and security of the person.)

• Illegal migrants are deported. (Human rights issues: the right to life, liberty and
security of the person, the right not to be subjected to arbitrary arrest,
detention or exile, the right to work, the right to a fair trial by an independent
tribunal, the right to be presumed innocent.)

All of these stories are from only one day’s news, and in fact there were more stories relating to
human rights than these ones. Clearly, newspapers and human rights have a close connection.
They are important to each other for many reasons. One is that, as demonstrated above,
newspapers obtain much of their content from stories relating to human rights issues. Another
reason is that by publishing accounts of events that occur, the newspaper, at least in a
democratic country, uses the right to freedom of expression, and in columns and editorials, the
right to freedom of opinion. In fact, the relative ability of an area’s newspaper to speak its mind
provides an accurate barometer of how many freedoms the citizens of a country are likely to
possess. If a newspaper is controlled by the government, and therefore never questions or
criticizes the government, then the nation’s citizens likely do not have the right to criticize or
question the government either.

Newspapers, if they are operating in a free market economy, are likely to favour a very broad
approach to freedom of expression, because that is their entire function: to express stories,
ideas, opinions, statistics, etc. This is true for the entire media, not simply newspapers. However,
it is important to realize that as far as the issue of freedom of expression is concerned,
newspapers may have a somewhat biased view. They are unlikely to promote or support
publication bans, and will be concerned that any limit on freedom of expression, even if it has as
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its goal the prevention of a type of expression that a newspaper does not use, will be a threat to
their ability to express themselves in the ways they see fit.
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Human Rights Vocabulary
Here are some words and phrases (with definitions) that indicate an underlying human rights
issue. These words are used in an activity, described below in the activity section.

aboriginal rights: rights belonging to the original inhabitants of a country.
abortion: a miscarriage produced artificially and on purpose.
basic needs: what people require in order to live and sustain a minimal level of health.
capital punishment: the penalty of death imposed upon someone who has committed a crime.
censorship: the action of suppressing material that someone in control finds politically or

morally objectionable.
child labour: the full-time employment of minors under a legally defined age.
citizenship: the quality of possessing a certain number of civil and political rights in a certain

state or country.
defamation: communicating in a way that harms the reputation of another person, lowering her

or him in the estimation of the community or deterring third parties from
associating or dealing with her or him. Defamation is illegal, and can be both a
criminal and a civil law matter.

democracy: a form of government in which political power resides in all the people and is
exercised by them directly or is given to elected representatives with each citizen
sharing equally in political privilege and duty, and with this situation protected
by free elections.

deportation: the act of expelling someone from a country, usually involving sending a person
whom a country has deemed undesirable back to her or his native country.

dictatorship: a state or country under the control of a dictator, who has absolute powers of
government. Often, “dictator” refers to a leader considered by many to be a
tyrant or an oppressor.

disabled: people whose functional ability is restricted in some way so that their bodies or
minds do not allow them to function in the ways that are customarily expected.

discrimination: to act with prejudice toward an individual or a group of people.
displaced persons (or displaced people): people who have fled or been driven from their

communities to other areas within their country or territory.
equality: the state of being equal, which means having the same rights and responsibilities as

everyone else in a particular community.
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ethnic cleansing: the racist activity of forcing people of a particular ethnic background to leave
a particular area in order to create a population comprised only of one or more
specific ethnicities.

euthanasia: the deliberate putting to death, in an easy, painless way, of a person suffering from
an incurable and agonizing disease.

(in) exile: the situation people find themselves in when they have been expelled from their
country by the official authorities for political reasons.

freedom of expression: a right guaranteed in some democratic countries that allows citizens to
express themselves as they wish. The right to freedom of expression includes
the right to the following freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and
a free press.

genocide: the systematic extermination or destruction of an entire people or national group.
harassment: unwanted attention that has a negative effect on someone’s work or school

environment and makes that person feel uncomfortable or threatened.
hate propaganda: material that promotes bias, prejudice and discrimination against certain

groups, usually ethnic or religious groups.
human rights commission: in Canada, a body formed by provincial human rights codes or

by the Canadian Human Rights Act that receives and investigates alleged human
rights violations.

immigrant: a person who has come into a country or region of which she or he is not a native
in order to settle there.

indigenous people: people who are native to a certain region.
land mines: explosive bombs placed discretely in the ground that detonate when someone

comes into contact with them.
language rights: rights regarding what languages can and cannot be used in different

situations in a particular nation.
migrant: a person who periodically moves from country to country, usually because she or he

does not feel safe in her or his country of origin, and is not legally within the
boundaries of the countries she or he migrates to.

minorities: racial, religious, political or national groups smaller than and usually different in
some ways from the larger group that populates a particular area or country.

persecution: the mistreatment or oppression of people because of their race, religion or beliefs.
pornography: communication of which the dominant characteristic is the exploitation of sex.

More extreme examples add to the exploitation of sex the exploitation of such
subjects as crime, horror, cruelty and violence.

poverty: the condition or quality of being poor without sufficient sustenance.
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prejudice: a judgment or opinion formed beforehand without thoughtful examination of the
pertinent facts, issues, or arguments. Prejudice often manifests itself as an
irrational hatred or dislike of a particular group, race or religion.

publication ban: the legal exclusion of press and public from a trial, sometimes because of
concerns for a child involved with the proceedings.

race: a group of people having or assumed to have a common origin and a constant set of
genetically determined physical traits.

racism: a belief in or advocacy of the superiority or inferiority of a particular group on the
basis of supposed racial differences.

referendum: a vote by the people of a nation, state or province on a public measure that has
been proposed by the government.

refugee: a person who flees a particular country or area to escape persecution or political
danger.

reproductive rights: rights pertaining to the act or the power to produce offspring.
sexual orientation: the particular disposition of a person’s sexual interest, whether it is with

the opposite sex, the same sex, or either sex.
slavery: legalized behaviour that involves human beings being owned by other human beings

as though they are property.
torture: the infliction of or subjection to extreme physical pain, often implemented

systematically by repressive governments or regimes.
totalitarian: a kind of government or regime that is maintained by political suppression or

terror.
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ACTIVITIES—JUNIOR HIGH
Materials: (for overheads and handouts, see Appendix)

• Newspapers
• Handout 1: The Ship of Rights
• Overhead 1: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
• Handout 2: Word Search
• Handout 3: Vocabulary
• Handout 4: Brief History of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights

1. Fairness
An easy way to access the concept of human rights is through the idea of fairness.
a. Have the students look in the newspaper for an unfair situation.
b. Have the students write down where the events surrounding the unfair situation are
taking place, and who is involved. This will include attempting to identify who is the
victim and who is responsible for the situation.
c. Have the students analyze the unfair situation, and write down why it is unfair, and
what they would do to rectify it.

2. Fairness (part 2)
a. Assist the students to locate examples of situations in the newspaper that involve
someone trying to bring fairness to a situation that was previously unfair. (This will be
more difficult to find than a situation that is simply unfair.)  For example, an article
entitled “Liberal government plans $190-million in new aid for farmers” would
qualify.
b. Have the students identify where the events took place and who was involved.
c. Have the students identify the methods used to rectify the previously unfair situation,
as well as who was responsible for the improvement, and what obstacles had to be
overcome.

3. Standing Up
This activity will demonstrate to students that rights issues do not only apply to people
who are mentioned in the newspaper. In fact they apply to everyone.
a. Ask students to compare in writing the situation they discussed in activity #2 with a
situation in their own lives that involved them or someone they know “standing up” for
a certain belief or a certain right.
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b.  The composition should include information about whether taking a stand was
successful or not, and discuss why it was or was not worth it for the person involved.
c. Ask students to write about a situation where they wished they had taken a stand, but
did not. They should say why they should have taken a stand, why they did not, and
how the result made them feel. If appropriate, have the students share their experiences
with their classmates.
d. Students can imagine and write about what would be a triumphant example of
standing up for something they believe in. They could include a discussion about
whether such a situation could actually happen, and explain why this is so.

4. Human Rights Vocabulary
Certain words provide an indication that a human rights issue is being discussed.
a. Without giving the students the definitions, ask them search the newspaper for the
words or phrases in Handout #3. Inevitably, some of the words will be in a particular
edition of a newspaper, and some will not. (Exactly how many words each student
discovers is not important. While searching for these words, the students will become
more familiar with the newspaper as a whole, and with the different sections and
purposes of the newspaper.)
b. For the words they find, students will write down what they think the word means,
based upon the context in which they discovered it in the newspaper. Students may
invent their own definitions for the words they do not find in the newspaper.
c. As a class, discuss the meanings students have created for the words and compare
them to the definitions provided in the background information above.

5. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
a. Discuss the background material with the students (use overhead 1).
b. Distribute a copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to students.
c. Discuss some of the most important articles.
d. Discuss the difference between civil and political rights and economic and cultural
rights. Voting in elections, joining a trade union and writing a letter to a newspaper are
all examples of exercising civil and political rights. The right to eat, the right to health
and the right to work are all examples of economic, social and cultural rights. Ask
students for other examples of civil and political rights. Ask students what kinds of
things in Canada help to provide for economic, social and cultural rights. Examples of
this include provincial medical insurance, free education and old age pensions.
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6. Rights and Responsibilities
a. Discuss the difference between “rights” and “responsibilities”. Students then list

five human rights they have or think they should have. The rights could be at home,
school, or anywhere.

b. The students will list five responsibilities they have or think they should have.

Examples:
The right to: 1. rest and leisure time

2. food and shelter
3. be listened to

The responsibility to: 1. attend school
2. listen to others
3. be fair to others

7. Ranking Rights
a. Distribute Handout #1 to the students.
b. Explain to students that they are on a sinking ship. In order to stop the ship from
sinking, the students have to throw some rights overboard.
c. Instruct the students to number the rights from 1 to 10 starting with the first right that
they would throw overboard. Make sure that the students understand that they are
throwing away the least important right first. Number 10 will be the most important
right.
d. Vote on the different rights in order to come up with a class ranking of the
importance of each right.
e. Compare the class ranking with the rankings of the students. Do any of the students’
rankings match the class ranking exactly?  Discuss with the students why some people
have different opinions on what rights are important, and why people’s values differ.

8. Discrimination
a. Using the materials on pages 5 to 8, discuss the difference between prejudice,
stereotyping and discrimination. Ask the students to find examples of stereotyping and
discrimination in the newspaper. Where possible, have the students identify whether the
discrimination is direct discrimination, adverse effect discrimination or systemic
discrimination.
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b. Ask students to compare their examples of discrimination with the situations
regarding fairness that they examined in activities 1 and 2. Do the unfair situations from
before involve discrimination?  What kind?

9. Word Search
Have the students complete the word search in handout #2. Some of the words are the
same or similar to the ones in activity 4, and some are different.

10. Internet Activities
a. Using the World Wide Web, have the students locate and write a report about five
human rights organizations—where they are located, the human rights issues they
address and how they address them. For example, one such organization is Amnesty
International. Students may then create posters detailing the information about the
various agencies. See the appendix for a list of web sites.

b. Students may look up different newspapers on the web. Ask the students to choose
three newspapers from the web, list the contents and coverage. Ask students to find
articles that are dealt with both in print and on the web. Students can compare and
contrast internet information to what is printed on paper.

11. International Human Rights Day
The United Nations has declared that December 10th is International Human Rights
Day. What might your class or school do to celebrate the day? For activities and ideas,
write to the United Nations Association, 930 Slater Street, Ottawa, ON, K1P 6E2. Web
site address: www.unac.org
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ACTIVITIES—SENIOR HIGH
Materials: (for overheads and handouts, see
Appendix)

• Newspapers
• Overhead 1: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
• Handout 3: Vocabulary
• Handout 4: Brief History of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
• Handout 5: Crossword and Crossword Solution

1. Fairness
An easy way to access the concept of human rights is through the idea of fairness.
a. Have the students look in the newspaper for an unfair situation.
b. Have the students write down where the events surrounding the unfair situation are
taking place and who is involved. This will include attempting to identify who is the
victim and who is responsible for the situation.
c. Have the students analyze the unfair situation, and write down why it is unfair, and
what they would do to rectify it.

2. Fairness (part 2)
a. Assist the students to locate examples of situations in the newspaper that involve
someone trying to bring fairness to a situation that was previously unfair. (This will be
more difficult to find than a situation that is simply unfair.)  For example, an article
entitled “Liberal government plans $190-million in new aid for farmers” would
qualify.
b. Have the students identify where the events took place and who was involved.
c. Have the students identify the methods used to rectify the previously unfair situation,
as well as who was responsible for the improvement, and what obstacles had to be
overcome.

3. Standing Up
This activity will demonstrate to students that rights issues do not only apply to people
who are mentioned in the newspaper. In fact, they apply to everyone.
a. Ask students to compare in writing the situation they discussed in activity #2 with a
situation in their own lives that involved them or someone they know “standing up” for
a certain belief or a certain right.
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b.  The composition should include information about whether taking a stand was
successful or not, and discuss why it was or was not worth it for the person involved.
c. Ask students to write about a situation where they wished they had taken a stand, but
did not. They should say why they should have taken a stand, why they did not, and
how the result made them feel. If appropriate, have the students share their experiences
with their classmates.
d. Students can imagine and write about what would be a triumphant example of
standing up for something they believe in. They could include a discussion about
whether such a situation could actually happen, and explain why this is so.

4. Human Rights Vocabulary
Certain words provide an indication that a human rights issue is being discussed.
a. Without giving the students the definitions, ask them search the newspaper for the
words or phrases in Handout #3. Inevitably, some of the words will be in a particular
edition of a newspaper, and some will not. (Exactly how many words each student
discovers is not important. While searching for these words, the students will become
more familiar with the newspaper as a whole, and with the different sections and
purposes of the newspaper.)
b. For the words they find, students will write down what they think the word means,
based upon the context in which they discovered it in the newspaper. Students may
invent their own definitions for the words they do not find in the newspaper.
c. As a class, discuss the meanings students have created for the words and compare
them to the definitions provided in the background information above.

5. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
a. Discuss the background material with the students (use overhead 1).
b. Distribute a copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to students.
c. As a class or individually, read the brief history of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, provided in Handout #4.
d. Discuss some of the most important articles in the Universal Declaration.
e. Discuss the difference between civil and political rights and economic and cultural
rights. Voting in elections, joining a trade union and writing a letter to a newspaper are
all examples of exercising civil and political rights. The right to eat, the right to health
and the right to work are all examples of economic, social and cultural rights. Ask
students for other examples of civil and political rights. Ask students what kinds of
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things in Canada help to provide for economic, social and cultural rights. Examples of
this include provincial medical insurance, free education and old age pensions.

6. Discrimination
a. Using the materials on pages 5 to 8, discuss the difference between prejudice,
stereotyping and discrimination. Ask the students to find examples of stereotyping and
discrimination in the newspaper. Where possible, have the students identify whether the
discrimination is direct discrimination, adverse effect discrimination or systemic
discrimination.
b. Ask students to compare their examples of discrimination with the situations
regarding fairness that they examined in activities 1 and 2. Do the unfair situations from
before involve discrimination?  What kind?

7. Crossword
Have students complete the crossword puzzle in Handout #5. It contains human rights
vocabulary.

8. Internet Activities
a. Using the World Wide Web, have the students locate and write a report about five
human rights organizations—where they are located, the human rights issues they
address and how they address them. For example, one such organization is Amnesty
International. Students may then create posters detailing the information about the
various agencies. See the appendix for a list of web sites.

b. Students may look up different newspapers on the web. Ask the students to choose
three newspapers from the web, list the contents and coverage. Ask students to find
articles that are dealt with both in print and on the web. Students can compare and
contrast internet information to what is printed on paper.

9. International Human Rights Day
The United Nations has declared that December 10th is International Human Rights
Day. What might your class or school do to celebrate the day?  For activities and ideas,
write to the United Nations Association, 930 Slater Street, Ottawa, ON, K1P 6E2. Web
site address: www.unac.org



THE RIGHTS ANGLE: HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION USING THE NEWSPAPER

Alberta Civil Liberties Research Centre22

10. Human Rights Club
Give students the opportunity to form a human rights club. Open the membership to all
interested students and staff. At the first meeting define the purpose of the club. Decide
how many times the club will meet and what kind of activities will be held at the
meetings.
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CHAPTER 2—NEWSPAPERS AND HUMAN RIGHTS  

Chapter Purpose: The overall objective of this chapter is to learn about
the newspaper and to critically interact with it using human rights as a

subject matter.

Objectives:
1. Students will gain an understanding of the functions, content, and structure of the
newspaper.
2. Students will gain an understanding of the relationship between newspapers and
human rights, and why they are important to each other.
3. Students will learn about critical reading and how it applies to the newspaper. This
will include developing an ability to recognize bias and stereotypes in the media and
why and how these ought to be eliminated.

Background Information

Newspapers, Discrimination and Stereotypes
Newspapers and human rights have a close relationship. The activities and background
information in Chapter 1 of this guide focus on the way that newspapers tell stories about
human rights. There is another side to this relationship, however. Newspapers can look at events
or issues from a certain perspective, and can influence the way that a community’s citizens feel
about these events and issues. Newspapers themselves need to respect the human rights of
individuals and groups to avoid promoting discrimination and creating conflict. Some argue that
oppressive regimes use the media as an instrument to voice their viewpoints and to further their
own agendas. In a democracy, newspapers are not operated by governments, but the political
aspirations of the owners or the desire to sell more copies can lead editors to embellish stories
and ignore the rights of the people they depict. Newspapers and the people who operate them
are powerful. To make sure that they do not abuse their power, there are rules and regulations
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and laws that they must follow, as well as principles that the newspaper profession strives to
adhere to.

Laws, Regulations, Rules and Policies
To understand how newspapers are regulated, it is important to know the difference between
laws, regulations, rules and policies. Primary sources of Canadian law include statutes,
regulations, common law and the rules of court. Legislation, which is passed by Parliament and
the legislatures, is applied by police, courts and the government. Regulations, by-laws and rules
of court—sometimes called subordinate legislation—are passed by bodies that receive their
authority from enabling legislation. The common law, which is judge-made law, is another
major source of law. All of these laws are legally binding on individuals to whom they apply.
On the other hand, policies and other procedures written by various organizations and
businesses are not usually legally binding. However, if policies, principles or guidelines are
breached, there may be agreed upon penalties or other consequences.

Newspapers are subject to Canadian laws. For example, in many jurisdictions, notices published
in newspapers must not contravene the provincial human rights laws of the province they are
published and circulated in. Provincial human rights laws are designed to prevent
discrimination. Although the overwhelming majority of the advertising that appears in a
newspaper is produced by sources other than the people who publish the newspaper, the
newspaper is responsible for what it publishes, and must ensure that all advertising is
appropriate, and meets the human rights standards established by law.

Another legal concern for newspapers is defamation. The written form of defamation, called
libel, occurs when published material is likely to injure the reputation of any person by
exposing her or him to hatred, contempt or ridicule.11 Someone who has been the subject of a
libelous statement can sue the publisher of the statement for damages. In order to ensure that
they are not the targets of lawsuits, newspapers try to avoid publishing such statements.
However, statements that might otherwise be called libel are acceptable if they are true. The
effect of libel laws is to encourage newspapers and other publications to be truthful and
accurate.

Newspapers are also subject to pressure to conform to certain standards, such as those applied
by the Canadian Advertising Foundation. Its Canadian Code of Advertising Standards, a
voluntary set of guidelines, says “advertising must not present demeaning or derogatory
portrayals of individuals or groups” and that it “must not exploit ... the customs, convictions or
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characteristics of religious or ethno-cultural groups ... in a manner which is offensive to
generally prevailing standards.”

An organization called The Canadian Daily Newspaper Association has produced the following
statement of principles:12

PREAMBLE
This statement of principles expresses the commitment of Canada’s daily newspapers to
operate in the public interest. A newspaper is a vital source of information and a private
business enterprise with responsibility to the community it serves.

FREEDOM OF THE PRESS
Freedom of the press is an exercise of every Canadian’s right to freedom of expression
guaranteed in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. It is the right to gather and
disseminate information, to discuss, to advocate, to dissent. A free press is essential to
our democratic society. It enables readers to use their Charter right to receive
information and make informed judgments on the issues and ideas of the time.

INDEPENDENCE
The newspaper’s primary obligation is fidelity to the public good. It should pay the
costs of gathering the news. Conflict of interest, real or apparent, should be declared.
The newspaper should guard its independence from government, commercial and other
interests seeking to subvert content for their own purposes.

ACCURACY AND FAIRNESS
The newspaper keeps faith with readers by presenting information that is accurate, fair,
comprehensive, interesting and timely. It should acknowledge its mistakes promptly and
conspicuously. Sound practice clearly distinguishes among news reports, expressions
of opinion, and materials produced for and by advertisers. When images have been
altered or simulated, readers should be told.
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COMMUNITY RESPONSIBILITY
The newspaper has responsibilities to its readers, its shareholders, its employees and its
advertisers. But the operation of a newspaper is a public trust and its overriding
responsibility is to the society it serves. The newspaper plays many roles:  a watchdog
against evil and wrongdoing, an advocate for good works and noble deeds, and an
opinion leader for its community. The newspaper should strive to paint a representative
picture of its diverse communities, to encourage the expression of disparate views and to
be accessible and accountable to the readers it serves, whether rich or poor, weak or
powerful, minority or majority. When published material attacks an individual or group,
those affected should be given an opportunity to reply.

RESPECT
The newspaper should strive to treat the people it covers with courtesy and fairness. It
should respect the rights of others, particularly every person’s right to a fair trial. The
inevitable conflict between privacy and the public good should be judged in the light of
common sense and with decency.

The Statement of Principles shows that people who produce newspapers know, or ought to
know, that they can have a serious impact on society, and that there is a responsibility to conduct
the publication of newspapers in accordance with strenuous moral principles. There are other
interesting aspects to this statement of principles. One is the prominence given to the concept of
“freedom of the press”, to which is devoted an entire paragraph that immediately follows the
preamble. While certainly vital to a newspaper, “freedom of the press” is a self-serving
principle. Although most people believe that freedom of the press is generally a good idea,
sometimes people will feel that certain issues should not be covered in the press in certain
situation, in order to promote the common good. Because newspapers are all about expression,
they will naturally be biased in favour of complete freedom of expression, even though at times
the right to freedom of expression can come into conflict with other rights. This is why
newspaper editorials on the subject of freedom of expression or freedom of the press are so
often weighted heavily in favour of them. While an editorial promoting freedom of the press
may be well argued and valid, readers may wish to consider the source of the opinion.

Another interesting paragraph is the one entitled “Community Responsibility”. Although this
paragraph says that a newspaper’s “overriding responsibility is to the society it serves”, it also
admits to four other areas of responsibility: readers, shareholders, employees and advertisers.
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The idea that “the operation of a newspaper is a public trust” is a pleasant one, but it is not
hard to envision situations that would encourage a newspaper to put its own interests ahead of
the community’s. For example, publishers and editors may feel pressure from shareholders,
who want to make money, to increase sales and advertising revenues. As a result, some stories
may be covered with more of a sensationalist angle than might be ideal, in order to catch
people’s attention and induce them to buy the newspaper.

Critical Reading: Fact vs. Opinion
Critical reading involves not immediately accepting provided information at face value, but
instead questioning it to see if it withstands close scrutiny. It involves reading between the lines
to see not only what is said and asked, but also what is not said and not asked. Using critical
reading techniques is especially crucial when reading newspaper reports on breaking events,
because they are often presented as factual accounts. By “factual”, we mean real or actual—the
truth. However, many factors, such as personal opinion or bias, can influence how people report
facts. To see that one person’s “facts” concerning a particular event can differ from another’s,
all one has to do is look at two different newspapers and compare how they report on the same
story. No two stories are exactly alike. It is not necessarily that one newspaper’s reporting is
more accurate than another’s, but different writers and editors will choose to focus on different
aspects of the same event. There are several reasons for this, one of which is that different
newspapers are aimed at different readerships. Other reasons include writers’ different styles
and approaches, and the fact that some events are so large that inevitably different reporters will
end up acquiring information from different sources who will have different perspectives on the
events.

Newspaper columnists’ reactions to news events are usually easily identifiable as personal
opinions, but these writers have to be scrutinized carefully, because they can make their personal
feelings appear to be facts. Advertising is another area that should be targeted for a critical
approach. As opposed to news reports, which usually attempt to project an air of objectivity,
advertisers, in order to portray their product or service in the most favourable light, dispense
with objectivity from the outset. Critical reading helps consumers to avoid being misled.

The preceding discussion about why critical reading of newspapers is necessary covers ground
that most adults are well aware of. However, young people are often more susceptible to the idea
that if it is published, it must be true. Young children in particular will believe, for example, the
most extravagant claims made by advertisers. The older children get, the more cynical they
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become.  However, their cynicism is often directed at those close to them, such as their parents,
instead of at society at large. As a result, many teenagers fail to question the different forms of
media hype, including what they might see in a newspaper.

Media expert Dr. David Considine suggests an approach to teaching media literacy that focuses
on deconstructing the news. News is often portrayed as a reflection of reality. Deconstructing
news stories will show that they are like any other story, in that they are constructed in a certain
way so that they will have a particular impact on the audience. This applies for all news,
including content found in newspapers. This approach will demonstrate that news stories reflect
only a partial reality, not reality itself. Teachers often use a deconstruction approach when
studying a novel or a poem. Students familiar with this approach should be able to recognize the
parallel with newspaper content, and will realize that news stories can be presented in many
different ways, depending on what styles, characters, settings, genres and themes are employed.

Dr. Considine’s framework for deconstructing news focuses on the following components of a
news story:13

THE STORIES
Newspapers must choose which stories they are going to cover. A variety of factors
influence which stories are written, including what is deemed to be important, what
readers will want to read, and what stories are easiest to cover. To highlight the selection
process, it is helpful to compare a newspaper to another newspaper or a television or
radio news broadcast and note how different presentations will focus on different
events. If news were simply news, they would be covered in exactly the same way.
(Also, note how people often refer to “the news”, in much the same way that people
will refer to “the law”. Unlike the law, which is, or should be, the same for everybody
in a particular jurisdiction, the news can be and is presented in different ways by
different people every day.)

THE SEQUENCE
Newspapers present their stories in a particular order. Generally, the most important
stories are at the front of the newspaper. Obviously, somebody has to make a decision
about which stories are the most important. Questions about how this decision is made
can be asked. Again, like in the above section on the stories, comparing different
examples of news presentations to see who thinks which stories are important is a
helpful way to bring this concept into focus.
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THE SCOPE
Scope refers to how much space a story takes up in a newspaper. Not all stories are of
the same length. Sometimes, a short story will be on the front page, while a longer one
will occupy the back pages. Teachers and students can ponder questions about why this
happens, and what the different amounts of space devoted to different stories reflect.

THE STRUCTURE AND STYLE
Although most newspaper reports are structured using the same inverted pyramid
approach, different kinds of writing are employed throughout the newspaper. A story’s
structure can affect its impact. The style, which is related to the structure, includes the
kind of vocabulary employed as well as aesthetic considerations, such as whether or not
there is an accompanying photo, and the wording and size of the headline.

THE STATEMENT AND SLANT
Stories can be subjected to an examination of their objectivity. Some stories appear to be
fairly neutral, while others take an obviously positive or negative slant.

THE ADVERTISING
Since most newspaper content is devoted to it, and most of its revenue derived from it,
advertising should not be ignored. Newspapers and the information they provide would
not be possible without advertising. This context, including the impact that advertisers
could potentially have on how the news is presented, can be discussed.

Bias
One experience that will make someone aware of how newspaper reports are actually
constructed stories, as discussed in the critical reading section above, is the experience of
actually being present at an event that is subsequently covered in the newspaper. The newspaper
report never portrays the event as you would have. An example is if you go to a sporting event,
and then read the recap of the game the next day. Often, the reporter’s impressions of the game
or contest differ greatly from yours. This experience does not apply only to sporting events.
People who are present and involved in a more news-oriented event will often feel the same
about the newspaper story pertaining to the event. Of course, if you were to write the story
yourself, not everybody would be satisfied with your take on a particular situation either. The
reason people are rarely satisfied with a published account of an event is that the writer has
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made certain judgments about the occurrence, and these judgments inevitably make their way
into the story she or he writes. Everyone writing a story has to make these judgments; otherwise
the story would never be written. When these judgments are slanted overwhelmingly and
unreasonably in favour of a particular point of view, it is called bias.

Even writers taking great pains to be as neutral as possible will inadvertently allow some
judgments to slip into their work. Determining whether or not bias is present is a matter of
degree. Only a particularly slanted take will usually be called bias. A dictionary definition of
bias is “A mental tendency, preference, or prejudice.”14  Bias in a newspaper story can be easy
or difficult to detect, depending on your feelings about the subject being discussed. What you
should look for is if you think that the tone of the article is unfair, and if it makes you angry. If
you agree with the reporter’s approach to a certain topic, then you will not be upset or annoyed
by the article, and you will not notice any bias. However, if the tone of the article does annoy
you, and you think it is unfair, you will likely believe that the article is biased in some way.

In Chapter 1, Introduction to Human Rights, the ideas of fairness and human rights are linked.
If a newspaper article describes a situation that you think is unfair, it is likely that a human
rights issue is at stake. In this chapter, one of the issues we are examining is the way that
newspapers can themselves affect human rights. There is a relationship between bias and
fairness. Although a biased article may not necessarily contravene any human rights laws, such
an article will cause people to react negatively because they think it is unfair.

Although it is easier to detect bias when you feel that the tone of a particular article is unfair, it is
possible to detect it in any event if you look for certain clues.

Here are some questions that you can ask to help determine if there is bias in a particular news
article:15

1. How much importance is the item given? Look at where the article is placed on the
page or in the newspaper itself and how much space it takes up, and ask yourself if the
article is, in your opinion, accorded appropriate respect.
2. What sources are used?  Look at whether sources only support the overall point of
view of the article, or whether opposing views are represented as well. Writers will
usually devote more space to sources that are favourable to their view, and can make one
viewpoint appear more correct than another. Sometimes what would appear to be
obvious sources are not even consulted. Sources can be named directly, or they can be
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described using vague terms such as “most people” or “official sources”. The more
vague the source identification, the more suspicious the reader should be.
3. Does the headline reflect the content of the story?  Some headlines are relatively
neutral, while others convey a particular slant. Sometimes a “slanted” headline does not
actually reflect the tone of the accompanying story.
4. What is the basic message of the story?  Look at the message of the item and its
context. Is it related to any wider issues?  Also look at the methods used to convey the
message, and whether the message is convincing or not. Sometimes apparently crucial
points are left undiscussed, and sometimes arguments appear to be emotional ones that
lack any supporting evidence.
5. Are “loaded” words used?  Sometimes certain assumptions and value judgments
made by the writer can be discerned because of word choices. For example, one
person’s “freedom fighters” are another person’s “terrorists”.
6. What do photos and captions say?  If there is a picture accompanying an article, it
will often focus on a particular aspect of it and can influence the overall affect the article
has on the reader.

Finally, a question that sums up all of the others:
7. Who stands to gain? Ask who would benefit if the point of view presented in the
story were to be believed by the public at large.

Stereotypes
Stereotypes, as discussed in Chapter 1, are universal assumptions that are made without
knowing or considering all the facts. They assume that all members of a group share some
specific quality. Rigid acceptance of stereotypes makes things simpler for people. Instead of
having to come to grips with the idea that everybody is different, people can feel comfortable
“knowing” that certain groups of people are all alike, at least in certain respects. Sometimes,
newspaper stories resort to using stereotypes because it is easier than actually bothering to
investigate to see if the stereotype is in fact true. Other times, writers and editors simply do not
recognize the stereotypes they use.

An example of a racial stereotype that was readily adopted by several newspapers involved the
April, 1994 shooting of a white woman by black robbers in a downtown Toronto restaurant.
Several newspapers published security camera photographs of the suspects on their front pages.
These pictures were so grainy and unclear that the three robbers could have been any black



THE RIGHTS ANGLE: HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION USING THE NEWSPAPER

Alberta Civil Liberties Research Centre32

men. One newspaper quoted the homicide squad leader as advising people to cut out the photos
and tape them to the visors in their cars, so that they would be able to recognize the robbers if
they saw them. This resulted in people becoming terrified while in the vicinity of any black
men.16

The crime discussed above was called “black crime”. Crimes involving specific ethnic groups
are often labeled in a similar fashion. For example, the newspapers will often speak of “Asian
crime”. However, although white people commit a preponderance of crimes in societies in
which they form a majority, newspapers never refer to “white crime”. As a result, certain ethnic
groups become associated with certain nefarious deeds, whereas white people are able to retain
their individuality, and with it the ability to be evaluated on their own actions, not perceptions
about their race.

Stereotyping does not apply only to crime reporting. Stories and photographs throughout the
newspaper can evoke stereotypes. Human interest items, entertainment stories, and sports
exposés can all contribute to stereotypes. Before sprinter Ben Johnson was revealed to be using
steroids, stories about him were positive, and he was referred to as a Canadian. After the steroid
discovery at the 1988 Seoul Olympics, he was suddenly referred to as “Jamaican-born” or as a
“former Jamaican”. Apparently, he was no longer Canadian. This switch has something to do
with a misplaced nationalism, but it is also based on stereotypes. Describing Johnson as
Jamaican-born is a more discreet way of describing him as a black man. When Johnson is
described as a Canadian, it would be easy to picture him as white, because of the familiarity of
his name. Attitudes such as this contribute to negative stereotyping of ethnic minorities.

Statistics on Newspaper Readers
NADbank, a survey component of the Canadian Daily Newspaper Association, provided the
following statistics in 1998:

• Canadians spend an average of 45 minutes weekdays reading daily newspapers and
almost 90 minutes on weekends.

• Among adults aged 18 and over, managers, professionals and executives made up
the highest number of total weekly readers, at 3.53 million.

• 3.32 million weekly readers were working women and 1.5 million weekly readers
were blue collar Canadians.

• Among all adults aged 18 and over, 83% read daily newspapers.
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• About 84% of Canadians between the ages of 18 and 24, 35 and 49, and 50 and 64
read a daily newspaper.

• Nearly 81% of Canadians over the age of 65 and between the ages of 25 and 34
read a daily newspaper.

• The category with the greatest number of readers is the baby boomers (ages 35 to
49), with readers totaling 3.95 million.

A 1996 NADbank survey said that
• 65% of Canadian adults read a daily newspaper on any given weekday, and 72%

read a newspaper on weekends.

A 1996 American study, performed by the American Society of newspaper Editors and the
Newspaper Association of America, focused on the newspaper reading habits of “Generation
X”, which referred to the 38 million 16 to 29 year-olds in the United States. The survey found
that:

• 42% of Generation X read a newspaper every day or almost every day.
• 54% of Generation X newspaper readers said they read newspapers because they

thought newspapers provide news with depth and detail.
• 51% of Generation X newspaper readers said they read the newspaper for the

coverage of movies, concerts and plays.
• 65% of Generation X newspaper readers believe that newspapers are an easy way to

get the news.
• Only 33% of Generation X newspaper Readers think that newspapers can be

trusted.

American Society of Newspapers President William B. Ketter said, “This study shows that
newspapers have a good chance to connect with most 16 to 30 year-olds if we can only make
our papers more relevant to people in their teens and 20s.”17

In 1995, the Canadian Newspaper Association commissioned a report that would examine how
well the needs, interests and concerns of the many different visible minorities in Canada were
being served by daily newspapers. Specifically, the research was designed to assess whether
daily newspapers have a readership problem among visible minorities. Focus groups were
conducted with Chinese, South Asian, Black, Muslim, mixed visible minorities and white
Canadians.
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The attitude of white respondents, generally, was that the treatment of visible minorities by daily
newspapers is reasonably good and not much is wrong. However, the visible minority groups
surveyed responded this way:18

• Over one-half said that visible minorities are treated like foreigners by daily
newspapers.

• Almost one-half said that daily newspapers do not portray visible minority groups
fairly.

• The large majority said that they were upset at newspapers for the linking of race
and religion into crime reporting.

• The majority said that newspapers are guilty of practicing discrimination with their
crime reporting and lack of balanced coverage of their communities.

• Many complained that the newspapers ignore their communities, especially their
cultural events and they turn to their ethnic papers for information and a more
positive tone of commentary on their communities.

• A large majority complained about the lack of coverage of world news, especially
from their native nations and regions.

The study reported that sports, business news and columnists are the three sections of the
newspaper read least by visible minorities.

A major study of the relationship between Canadian newspapers  and minorities was published
by the Ryerson Polytechnic University’s School of Journalism in 1994. The study begins like
this:19

When you read the largest newspapers in five of Canada’s most
cosmopolitan cities, it’s easy to form the following impression of visible
minorities:  half are either athletes or entertainers; if they’re in the news
otherwise, they’re probably in trouble of some sort; and few make any
contribution to business or have noteworthy lifestyles.

The study made the following findings:
• By and large, pictures of non-whites appear in these papers in numbers marginally

lower than the non-white share of the local population.
• 48% of all minority pictures appear in sports and entertainment sections.
• Non-whites are largely shut out of business and lifestyle sections—only 6% of the

minority pictures used in the six papers appear in lifestyle sections, and only 3% of
them appear in business sections.
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• When minorities appear as subjects in local news stories, they tend to be portrayed
more negatively (49%) than positively (42%).

The American Society of Newspaper Editors News Room Census looked at how many
minorities work in news rooms. Its findings include:20

• 11.5% of the 54,700 journalists working at newspapers across the U.S. are visible
minorities.

• From 1978 to 1998, minority employment has grown 270%, while white
employment during the same period increased 17%.

• In 1998, 58% of newspapers employed minority news room professionals,
compared to 33% in 1978.

The American Society of Newspaper Editors also says that the numbers for women working in
the news room are almost identical to the number of minorities: 11.5%.

A study called “Sex Role Stereotyping in the Sunday Comics:  A Twenty Year Update”
compared comics from 1974 and 1994. The findings were:21

• In 1994, male comic strip characters continued to appear more often than females.
• In 1994, female comic strip characters remained more often in the home than did

males.
• In 1994, female characters continued to be over represented in home and child care

activities, were less likely to be engaged in leisure activities, and were more likely to
be pictured passively as background non-participants.  Women were also less likely
than men to be portrayed in career activities.

• Generally, comic strips have become less stereotypical of females and males
between 1974 and 1994.

• However, comic strip characters in 1984 were the least stereotypically portrayed.

The statistics tend to show that the print media are improving with regard to minority
representation, both with newspaper content and with the number of minority employees.22

However, they also show that in some respects there is still much work to be done in this area. It
is surprising, then, to see that in a 1993 poll conducted by the Canadian Daily Newspaper
Association, publishers ranked diversity only 19th among their concerns. Such issues as
computerization and competing with Canada Post for flyer business ranked higher in the poll.23
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Here are two quotes that reflect the need for improvement. Augie Fleras writes the following in
1995:24

Generally speaking, aboriginal and racial minorities exemplify a ‘social
problem’ as far as the media are concerned. They are described in the
context of having problems in need of solutions that expend an inordinate
amount of political attention or a disproportionate slice of national resources.
In addition, the media are likely to define minorities as villains who ‘create
problems’ by making demands unacceptable to the social, political, or moral
order.

Leslie Joynt’s article “Too White”, also from 1995, begins like this:25

As Cecil Foster talks about his career, the pain in his voice is haunting.
During his dozen years in journalism, he has worked at The Globe and Mail,
The Financial Post, The Toronto Star, and CBC TV and Radio, written
dozens of magazine pieces and two nonfiction books due out later this year,
and taught at Ryerson and Humber College. Yet he says, ‘I have been
working in mainstream media in Canada for about 12 years and I am still an
outsider. I can count on two fingers or less the number of people I can count
as friends that I have made in the media.’ He’s never joined the Canadian
Association of Journalists; no one ever asked him. And on the few occasions
he went to the Toronto Press Club, he felt excluded. ‘You get a sense of
being invisible, of your presence being tolerated, but not expected.’

To confirm the lack of minority presence in the daily newspapers, all you have to do is look at
the pictures of the columnists. The opinions you read in the newspapers come very rarely from
minority writers.

Structure of the Newspaper
There are thousands26 of newspapers throughout the world, and obviously they are all different.
However, most newspapers employ the same basic structure. They are designed to allow readers
to absorb a large amount of information in a short period of time. The people who produce
newspapers understand that readers do not want to spend a lot of time with the paper trying to
figure out what is going on in the world. People are busy with their own concerns such as their
careers, families or obligations as students. It is the job of the newspaper to sift through all the
new stories and information that is out there and print what people want to know about. This



THE RIGHTS ANGLE: HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION USING THE NEWSPAPER

Alberta Civil Liberties Research Centre 37

means that newspapers are not usually going to produce the most in-depth analysis of a
particular event. Newspapers aim instead to provide a running commentary on events and keep
people up to date. There are exceptions, of course. Newspapers will sometimes have special
features on particular topics that will be more comprehensive. It also depends on which
newspaper you are reading. If you prefer a tabloid format, you are unlikely to encounter many
particularly probing analyses of the events of the day. However, more scholarly papers will
provide such treatments more often.

Other functions of the newspaper include entertaining readers with comics, cross-words and
humour pieces, and providing an outlet for advertising with the classifieds and with the space
they sell for display advertisements. Some feel that newspapers even contribute to a recorded
history that people can use to document how past events transpired and affected a community or
society.

The Front Page
The front page is always the first part of a newspaper a reader will see, and because of this it is
the paper’s most important page. The front page is the paper’s most crucial promotional tool.
People trying to decide which newspaper to purchase at a newsstand will usually simply glance
at the front page before making their decision. The front page contains the masthead, which
displays the paper’s name, the most important news headlines and stories, and information
about what is contained in the newspaper’s other pages. Any advertisements on the front page
will garner a lot of money, because this is the page that everybody who looks at the newspaper
will almost certainly examine, or at least glance at.
Most newspapers are designed so that they are folded in half before they are delivered to news
stands, newspaper boxes, or readers’ homes. Tabloid-style newspapers are an exception to this.
Conventional newspapers, therefore, recognize that it is more likely that people will see the top
part of the first page than the bottom half. This is why newspapers try to get the most important
information printed “above the fold” on the first page. Often, many stories begin on the front
page but are finished on other pages of the paper. There are a couple of reasons for this
approach. First, editors will try to include as many different stories on the front page as possible
in order to pique the interest of as many potential readers as possible. Different people will be
curious about different news items, so when there are more items visible on the front page, more
people might be persuaded to purchase the paper. Second, newspaper publishers recognize that
the front page, especially above the fold, can usually be viewed for free. For example, people can
see through the glass in a newspaper box and read the top stories without buying the paper.
Stories are not concluded on the front page in order to persuade people to buy the paper so they
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can finish reading a story they saw on the front page. If newspapers managed to put everything
that people want to see on the front page, they would not sell.

Headlines
Newspaper headlines are designed to inform readers about what a story’s content is. Headlines
are important because people generally will not read the entire newspaper. Instead, readers use
the headlines to determine what stories will interest them. There are different headline styles,
such as informational, teasing, and cute. Headlines sometimes contain puns, and they are not
often written as complete sentences. Instead, words or phrases deemed unnecessary are omitted
in order to save space and make the headlines more concise. The lack of grammatical
correctness can make understanding headlines difficult at times. It can also result in headlines
that are somewhat inaccurate. Editors are probably not overly concerned with this, because
sometimes an unclear headline can lead a curious reader to read the article accompanying the
headline in order to determine what the headline means. Sometimes there is more than one
headline for a particular story. A shorter headline depicted with large type can be supplemented
by a more detailed headline in smaller type. This technique allows for more precise headlines.

The Lead
The lead is the first sentence or two of a newspaper article. Its goal is to sum up the story.
Leads are generally fairly short, but they should contain basic information about what is covered
in the story and should give an indication about what a reader can expect to find later on in the
article. There are different kinds of leads for different kinds of stories. For example, a lead for a
story containing breaking news will be informational, whereas a more in-depth and stylish
feature story will often try to pique the reader’s interest by using a more artistic approach. The
lead is like a second headline. If a reader is interested by a particular headline, she will then
begin reading the lead. If the lead is also intriguing, she will likely continue to read the article. If
not, she will move on to something else.

Inverted Pyramid Style
Newspaper stories, especially breaking news stories, are usually written using the inverted
pyramid style. This approach starts with the basic facts and the conclusion, and follows with
more and more detail and background. This kind of writing is the exact opposite of much
creative writing that involves building towards a conclusion. There are a variety of reasons that
this approach has been adopted by newspapers. Readers who do not have much time for or
interest in the story can get a decent understanding of the result and impact of the story without
reading the entire article. Meanwhile, readers who have more time and want to delve deeper into
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the story can continue to read and can gain a more thorough understanding of it. Another
benefit of the inverted pyramid is for editors, who when trying to decide how much space they
have for a story, can simply cut from the end without having to do any complicated or tedious
editing.

Hard and Soft News
Hard news refers to stories about a major event that has just occurred or is in the process of
occurring. Time is a factor for hard news. A reporter writing a hard news story will try to
provide answers to all the questions that can be asked about an event:  who?, what?, where?,
when?, why? and how?  Editors will attempt to get these stories into the paper as soon as
possible, so that readers can be kept as up to date as possible.

Soft news is news that is not necessarily related to a current major event. It is not as sensitive to
time as hard news. Instead, it allows for more thorough research and a deeper understanding of
the material. Also, soft news often possesses more of a human-interest element to it. In other
words, while the information provided by the article may be interesting to readers, it is not
necessarily what readers may feel they really need to know at that particular time. Human
interest stories are often entertaining or thought-provoking, but might not have as direct and
immediate an impact on the reader as hard news.

Sections
As with the inverted pyramid style and the use of headlines, the different sections of a
newspaper help readers to get the information they need as quickly as possible. A reader
looking for a particular story does not have to comb through the entire paper to find it. Instead,
you can look in the appropriate section. The front page will often contain an index outlining the
different sections of the newspaper, and what order they are packaged in, to make things easier
for the reader. Newspapers will also have certain information in the same place in the same
section of the paper every day. This means that people who want to view the television listings,
the weather forecast or the comics can know where to look without wasting time.

Editorials and Comment
Editorials, opinion columns and letters to the editor are often printed in the same section or on
the same page. It is here that journalists, cartoonists, the editors and publishers of the
newspaper, and the general public can air their feelings about policies or ideas. Unlike most
regular news stories, these pieces do not attempt to portray themselves as completely objective.
They are about opinions. Sometimes the opinions expressed in such columns are related more



THE RIGHTS ANGLE: HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION USING THE NEWSPAPER

Alberta Civil Liberties Research Centre40

to the writer’s feelings on a topic than on any facts obtained. Of course, the most persuasive
opinion pieces are those that support the expressed opinion with carefully researched and
reliable information.

It is often in the editorial section that the political bias of a newspaper is revealed. An editorial
board may adopt an approach designed to provide a forum for the entire spectrum of ideas and
opinions. In this circumstance, different columnists and writers with varying political and
societal opinions would be commissioned to write on the editorial page. A different tactic would
be to use the editorial page as an instrument to attempt to change society in some particular
ways. Such editorial pages contain columns and letters that usually express the same opinions
on issues. Although newspapers do print letters sent to them by the general public, it must be
remembered that the newspaper itself always has the last word on what is printed and what is
not. Most newspapers adopt an approach in between the two extremes outlined above. They will
take a particular stand on an issue in their editorials, but will allow columnists and letters to the
editor to express similar and contrasting views.

Advertising
Advertising is the lifeblood of a newspaper. While a newspaper’s goal might be to inform,
educate and generate discussion, advertising is what generates about 80% of a newspaper’s
revenue. Generally, newspaper content is about 60% advertising and 40% news and other
features. Advertisements are put down on the page first, and then the space that remains is
delegated for news.

There are three main kinds of advertising in the newspaper:
• Display advertising appears throughout the newspaper, and will contain information

about products and services. These days, display advertisements utilize lots of
artwork, colour and photographs to make them more eye-catching and appealing.

• Classified advertising has its own section in the newspaper. Classified ads are
placed by people who want to buy, sell, hire or be hired. They are generally made up
of words only, no artwork, and are usually placed by individuals or smaller
companies, as opposed to display advertising that is produced by larger operations
with more money to devote to advertising. Their name comes from the fact that they
are grouped according to the type of item or service they are about. People are
usually charged a certain amount for each word or line of a classified ad, so most of
them are short and concise.
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• Special advertising sections and features are entire sections devoted to advertising a
particular product or service. There is often an entire newspaper department devoted
to producing these sections. They sometimes utilize written pieces to complement
more conventional display advertising.  Because of this, a less-discerning reader
might not recognize that sections like these are actually entirely devoted to
advertising. However, “stories” in special advertising features are always identified
as advertising.
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ACTIVITIES—JUNIOR HIGH

Materials: (for handouts and overheads, see appendix)
• Newspapers
• Handout 6: Analyzing a Newspaper Article
• Handout 7: Sample Human Rights Article
• Handout 8: Examining Photographs
• Handout 9: Editorials and Opinion Columns
• Handout 10: Sample Letter to the Editor
• Handout 11: Sample Editorial
• Handout 12: Sample Opinion Column
• Handout 13: You Be the Editor

1. Locating Human Rights Issues
Using several sections of the newspaper, have the students identify human rights articles
or issues and mount the stories on posters to illustrate the various issues. See Handout
#7 for a sample human rights article.

2. Analyzing a Newspaper Article: Critical Reading
Locate two different newspapers’ stories on the same event. Break the students into two
groups—each group is responsible for analyzing one story or the other and will answer
the questions on Handout #6. Have the students from the two groups compare answers
to the questions to evaluate how the same story can be portrayed differently.

3. Writing a Letter to the Editor
Students will take the story they used for Activity 2 and the answers they gave to the
questions posed, and will compose a letter to the editor expressing their feelings about
the story. Their response, of course, can be negative, positive or neutral. See Handout
#10 for a sample letter to the editor.

4. Examining Photographs (Visual Literacy)
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Students will take a newspaper and look at the photographs in it, and will answer the
questions on Handout #8.

5. Comics and Political Cartoons
Explain the difference between comic strips and political cartoons (e.g., different
purposes and techniques). The website http://www.cagle.slate.msn.com/teacher/ contains
information about political cartoons (Canadian and American) and teaching ideas for all
levels. The website http://www.teachweb.com/Newsletter/issue13.shtml contains
information on teaching about comic strips (K to 12). Students will look at newspapers
and will find a comic strip or a political cartoon that has a human rights aspect to it, and
will explain what the connection to human rights is. Students will then produce their
own comic strip or political cartoon that conveys a human rights message that they feel
is important.

6. Editorials and Opinion Columns
a. Students will follow the instructions on Handout #9, which involve searching the
newspaper for editorials and opinion columns that they agree with. They will say why
they think the opinions expressed in the article are right. They will identify what are
facts and what are opinions in the article. Students should be aware that opinions should
be supported by facts; otherwise they are not persuasive. See Handout #12 for a sample
opinion column, and Handout #11 for a sample editorial.
b. Students will look for an opinion piece that they disagree with, and will comment on
why they disagree with it. Students will look for words or phrases that they feel are
evidence of “bias” on the part of the writer.
c. Students will write an opinion column of their own on an issue of their choice.
d. Each student will exchange the opinion columns they wrote with another student, and
will identify any bias in the writing of the other student, and if the columns touch upon
any human rights issues.

7. Writing a News Story
Students will write a real or fictitious news story relating to a human rights issue. They
write their own headline, and will use the inverted pyramid style, starting off with an
appropriate lead to introduce the story.

8. You Be The Editor
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Students will decide whether or not they would publish certain stories, comics or
advertisements in the newspaper if they were the editor. See Handout #13.

9. Stereotyping
Students will search the paper for examples of stereotyping. All areas of the paper,
including advertising, classifieds and the comics should be examined. Students will
identify any stereotyping or possible stereotyping they detect, and will describe why
they think it is stereotyping, and how they would have produced the story or advertising
or whatever the newspaper content is in a way that would have eliminated the
stereotypes.
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ACTIVITIES—SENIOR HIGH

Materials: (for handouts and overheads, see appendix)
• Newspapers
• Handout 6: Analyzing a Newspaper Article
• Handout 7: Sample Human Rights Article
• Handout 8: Examining Photographs
• Handout 9: Editorials and Opinion Columns
• Handout 10: Sample Letter to the Editor
• Handout 11: Sample Editorial
• Handout 12: Sample Opinion Column
• Handout 13: You Be the Editor

1. Locating Human Rights Issues
Using several sections of the newspaper, have the students identify human rights articles
or issues and mount the stories on posters to illustrate the various issues. See Handout
#7 for a sample human rights article.

2. Analyzing a Newspaper Article: Critical Reading
Locate two different newspapers’ stories on the same event. Break the students into two
groups—each group is responsible for analyzing one story or the other and will answer
the questions on Handout #6. Have the students from the two groups compare answers
to the questions to evaluate how the same story can be portrayed differently.

3. Stereotyping
Students will search the paper for examples of stereotyping. All areas of the paper,
including advertising, classifieds and the comics, should be examined. Students will
identify any stereotyping or possible stereotyping they detect, and will describe why
they think it is stereotyping, and how they would have produced the story or advertising
or whatever the newspaper content is, in a way that would have eliminated the
stereotypes. Students will also identify what kind of stereotyping is occurring, such as
“generalizations”, “misconceptions”, “oversimplification” and “putting people into
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moulds”. Students will then discuss why the stereotypes they have uncovered are
harmful, and for whom they are harmful.

4. Examining Photographs
Students will take a newspaper and look at the photographs in it, and will answer the
questions on Handout #8. An additional question that could be a discussion question or
an essay question is:  Is a picture really worth a thousand words?  Students can discuss
this question using the pictures in the newspaper as a reference point. There are
thousands of words in each newspaper, and many photographs. How important are the
photographs compared to the printed text?

5. Comics and Political Cartoons
Explain the difference between comic strips and political cartoons (e.g., different
purposes and techniques). The website http://www.cagle.slate.msn.com/teacher/ contains
information about political cartoons (Canadian and American) and teaching ideas for all
levels. The website http://www.teachweb.com/Newsletter/issue13.shtml contains
information on teaching about comic strips (K to 12). Students will look at newspapers
and will find a comic strip or a political cartoon that has a human rights aspect to it, and
will explain what the connection to human rights is. Students will then produce their
own comic strip or political cartoon that conveys a human rights message that they feel
is important.

6. You Be The Editor
Students will decide whether or not they would publish certain stories, comics or
advertisements in the newspaper if they were the editor. See Handout #13.

7. Writing a News Story
Students will write a real or fictitious news story relating to a human rights issue. They
write their own headline, and will use the inverted pyramid style, starting off with an
appropriate lead to introduce the story.

8. Editorials and Opinion Columns
a. Students will follow the instructions on Handout #9, which involve searching the
newspaper for editorials and opinion columns that they agree with. They will say why
they think the opinions expressed in the article are right. They will identify what are
facts and what are opinions in the article. Students should be aware that opinions should
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be supported by facts; otherwise they are not persuasive. See Handout #12 for a sample
opinion column, and Handout #13 for a sample editorial.
b. Students will look for an opinion piece that they disagree with, and will comment on
why they disagree with it. Students will look for words or phrases that they feel are
evidence of “bias” on the part of the writer.
c. Students will write an opinion column of their own on an issue of their choice.
d. Each student will exchange the opinion columns they wrote with another student, and
will identify any bias in the writing of the other student, and if the columns touch upon
any human rights issues.

9. Creating an Op/Ed Page
Students will design and produce an opinions and editorial page, complete with
editorials, letters to the editor, opinion columns, political cartoons, information on who
the publishers and editors are, and perhaps even a motto of some kind that indicates a
principle that the newspaper strives to uphold. This should be done on a piece of
construction paper or something similar that resembles the size of a newspaper page.
The letters, editorials, columns and cartoons should contain comments and opinions on
a variety of issues of the day. Students can include the opinion column they wrote for
activity number #7. Handout #10 contains a sample letter to the editor.

10. Comparing Newspapers
Compare two popular newspapers. Can you identify which is the better paper?  Why is
it better?  Can you identify what race(s), religion(s), age(s) or gender(s) the newspaper
is trying to market to?

11. Comparing Newspapers With TV News
Students will watch the news on TV and then compare it to what is in the newspaper.
They will answer questions relating to what differences there are, what reasons there are
for these differences, which news format is better and why.
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CHAPTER 3—INTERNATIONAL HUMAN
RIGHTS ISSUES

The overall purpose of this chapter is to explore the current state of
international human rights using the newspaper.

Objectives:

1. Students will learn about the organization and impact of the United Nations.

2. Students will become familiar with some international human rights issues that are
often discussed in the newspaper.

3. Students will become familiar with the primary international human rights
instruments, including the remedies that these instruments provide.

Background Information

The United Nations
Some information on international human rights and the United Nations (UN) is contained in
Chapter 1. What follows is some additional information about the UN.

As of the end of 2000, the UN has 189 member nations. Each of the member states has a
representative in the UN General Assembly. Each representative has one vote on issues that
come before the Assembly. It generally meets from the end of September until mid-December,
although emergency sessions are sometimes called. The Assembly’s roles include bringing
about the realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms for everyone.

A smaller UN body is the Security Council. Its main concern is maintaining international
peace and security. There are 15 members of the Security Council, including 5 permanent
members:  China, France, the Russian Federation, the USA and the UK. Each of these big 5 has
a veto power, which can severely affect the responsiveness of the UN. The other 10 members
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are not permanent; other UN members rotate through the 10 positions. These members do not
have a veto power. The Security Council has the real power in the UN, as the General Assembly
is supposed to carry out its decisions.

The UN Commission on Human Rights is the main political body in the UN that deals with
human rights. It sets international standards by drafting treaties and preparing studies, and
sometimes establishes ways to investigate possible human rights violations.

The International Court of Justice (ICJ) is a court established by the UN. It is designed to
handle any international legal questions. It does not really have any authority, in that no one is
required to have a case decided by the ICJ. However, sometimes two countries involved in a
dispute will agree to have the matter decided by this court. It is located in The Hague,
Netherlands, and is comprised of 15 judges elected by the General Assembly and the Security
Council. No two judges may be from the same state, but apart from this rule, their nationalities
are not considered. In making its decisions, the ICJ will consider international treaties and
agreements, as well as customary law. As its name suggests, customary law is law that has
evolved over the years and has become generally accepted, or customary.
The ICJ, and international law in general, can be extremely helpful in solving problems that crop
up between nations. However, because countries are not required to submit to the ICJ’s
decisions, the court lacks the power that could really bring about substantial change.

The International Criminal Court (ICC) is a proposed body that will investigate individuals,
not countries. The plan is to let this court deal with the individuals who commit serious crimes
like genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity. This court would complement national
legal systems, and help to handle cases that transcend national borders. At the time of this
writing, 139 states have signed the Rome Statute relating to the ICC, including Canada, which
signed it on December 18, 1998. Twenty-eight states have ratified it, however, and 60
ratifications are required before the ICC can come into being.27 The ICC is somewhat
controversial and recent estimates indicate it might not be until 2003 until the 60 required states
have ratified it.28

Canada has played a large role in the development of the International Criminal Court.29 Canada
chaired a group of like-minded states that worked for two years on developing the basic concept
of the ICC. In addition, Canada provided financial assistance that helped some developing
countries to take part in the development proceedings. The Committee of the Whole for the
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Conference, which was the group that prepared the final report about what the ICC would
eventually look like, was chaired by Philippe Kirsch, a Canadian.

The UN Human Rights Committee is a body that will make decisions on civil and political
rights cases brought before it. Individual citizens of countries that have signed the proper
Covenants can make complaints to the Committee, but only after they have shown that all legal
possibilities have been unsuccessfully tried in their own country. An example of a Canadian
citizen who has done this is Sandra Lovelace.

The Lovelace Case
In 1979, an Aboriginal woman, Sandra Lovelace, made a complaint to the Committee. She was a
member of the Tobique reserve. Lovelace married a white man, and under the law at that time, an
Indian woman who married a non-Indian man lost her status as an Indian. This did not work the
other way; an Indian male never lost his status if he married a non-Indian female. This issue
became important to Lovelace when she got divorced. She wanted to move back to her reserve
and raise her children there, but because she had lost her status, she was unable to get her own
house. She could not change this law in Canada because the Supreme Court of Canada had
already ruled against an Indian woman in an earlier case that was similar.

In 1981, the Human Rights Committee said that Canada had violated its international
obligations by denying Sandra Lovelace her culture. This influenced the development of the
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which was not in force at that time, and led to the
Indian Act being changed. In fact, even before the Human Rights Committee handed down its
decision, the federal Indian Affairs Minister stated that “We don’t intend to wait...This section
of the Indian Act is discriminatory. All Canadians should be concerned. We are a country that
espouses equal rights in the world, and that means that we must remove discrimination at
home.”30

How to Make a Complaint to the United Nations
There are two ways for individuals to complain to the United Nations if they feel their human
rights are being violated. They are: 1) communications and 2) individual complaints using the
optional protocol procedure.
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The “communications” method does not result in any specific action being taken with regard
to a particular complaint. Instead, the accumulated communications end up providing the United
Nations with a compilation of violations committed by nations. Individuals can send
communications to the United Nations Human Rights Commission or its Sub-commission on
the Prevention of Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities. Not every complaint is
admissible. The rules are:

• The communication must be consistent with the aims of the United Nations Charter
and other legal instruments.

• There must be a consistent pattern of human rights violations (it cannot happen only
once).

• Complaints from individuals or groups who claim to be victims of human rights
violations may be admitted. They may also be admitted when they come from any
person or group of people which had direct, reliable knowledge of violations. Non-
governmental organizations may make complaints if they have direct, reliable
evidence of the situation they are describing.

• The complaint cannot be anonymous.
• Each complaint must describe the facts, the purpose of the complaint, and the rights

which have been violated. The language in the complaint must not be abusive or
contain insulting remarks.

• All possible remedies in the country where the alleged violations occurred must be
exhausted. This means that individuals (or perhaps groups) must have tried to
resolve their problems using domestic courts and government.

Communications may be addressed to
Centre for Human Rights
United Nations Office at Geneva
1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland

The other method for bringing complaints before the United Nations, the optional protocol
procedure, results in a response to each individual complaint. Complaints are considered by the
United Nations Human Rights Committee, which consists of 18 independent experts and meets
three times every year. The rules for the optional protocol procedure are:

• The communication cannot be anonymous.
• The complainant’s government must have signed and ratified the United Nations

Optional Protocol agreement.
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• The complainant must claim to be a victim of a violation of the rights specified by
the Optional Protocol agreement.

• Normally, the complaint must be submitted by the alleged victim or by his or her
representative. However, the Committee may accept a communication on behalf of a
person who is unable to make one.

• The communication cannot be incompatible with the provisions of the Optional
Protocol.

• The individual must have already pursued all options in her or his own country.

After the complaint has been submitted, the Human Rights Committee takes the following steps:
• If the Committee determines that the complaint is admissible, it considers the merits

of the complaint.
• People who have submitted the complaint may need assistance before the Committee

has had time to make an assessment. The Committee may have to give an interim
opinion to the country.

• The country is asked to submit (within 6 months) explanations or statements
clarifying the matter and any remedy that it has provided.

• Once the country’s comments are received, the complainant is given the opportunity
to comment on them.

• While the committee is reviewing the complaint, the proceedings are confidential.
However, once the Committee reaches a decision the findings are always made
public.

• The Committee then formulates its views and forwards them to the State Party and
the complainant.

At the end of this process, the United Nations Committee tells the government of the country
from which the complaint originated whether or not it is complying with the Optional Protocol
agreement. If a country is not complying, it will have to make appropriate changes, or it will
have to lose its standing as a signatory to the agreement. Although the international legal system
does not have the strong coercive powers of a functioning domestic legal system, there is
significant pressure from the international community to enforce human rights obligations.

Complaints using the Optional Protocol method should be sent to:

Human Rights Committee
c/o Centre for Human Rights
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United Nations Office at Geneva
1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland

International Humanitarian Law
There is a difference between international human rights law and what is called international
humanitarian law (IHL). While human rights law applies to all circumstances, IHL applies only
to armed conflict, or war. IHL exists because human rights laws are often ineffective and
inappropriate during wars, because the whole concept of war violates very basic human rights.
IHL tries to make the best of a bad situation. Still, like human rights law, IHL is based on
respecting each human being and his or her dignity, without discrimination.

Humanitarian law is about how parties involved in a conflict treat non-combatants such as the
wounded, prisoners of war, political prisoners and civilian populations generally. It also
attempts to regulate parties’ behaviour toward the environment, goods essential to a
population’s survival, and cultural sites. For example, one treaty says that starvation of civilians
as a method of combat is prohibited, which means that a party to a conflict cannot attack
foodstuffs, crops or drinking water sites.31 The effectiveness and even the logic behind IHL are
sometimes questioned, but at times humanitarian rules give warring nations guidelines that can
help to make an awful situation a little better. The International Committee of the Red Cross has
played a significant role not only in treating the wounded, but in promoting the enforcement of
humanitarian laws.

SOME INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES OFTEN SEEN IN THE
NEWSPAPER

Peacekeeping
Another high profile activity of the UN is peacekeeping. Sometimes when there is a conflict,
neither side wants the fighting to continue, but they feel they are incapable of maintaining peace
by themselves. If all parties to a conflict agree, the UN will deploy peacekeeping soldiers to the
affected area. The soldiers’ presence will, hopefully, deter any further hostilities, and allow for
tempers to subside and aid to be brought to those who need it. Notable UN peacekeeper
appearances in the 1990s include at the Gulf War in 1991 and in the Indonesia-East Timor
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conflict in 1999. While the peacekeepers can often be a tremendous help, their hands are often
tied. First, unless the parties involved in the conflict and the UN can agree to their presence, the
peacekeepers will not even make it to the problem area. Second, once there, peacekeepers may
never be able to quell the violent intent of a particularly determined warmonger. Nevertheless,
peacekeepers are very effective in the right circumstances.

Landmines
An issue of severe consequence in many countries around the world is that of anti-personnel
landmines. These devices are designed to explode when somebody steps on them. They are
usually left behind by retreating armies in order to dissuade rivals from pursuing them. The
problem of landmines is exacerbated by the fact that they often remain armed and ready to
detonate for decades after a conflict has ended. Although momentum to ban landmines has been
building since the 1980s, a treaty banning their use has not been signed by many countries,
including the powerful USA. A complete ban on landmines appears to be a long way off.32

Immigration and Emigration
Immigration and emigration is the movement of people from one country to another in order to
settle and live in the new country. Immigration refers to moving into the new country, and
emigration refers to leaving the original country. Emigration occurs for the same basic reason
that people generally do not live in the same exact place their whole life:  better opportunities
can often be found elsewhere. Sometimes, this means that relatively healthy and safe people are
looking for a higher standard of living, and other times less well-off people are trying to leave a
country that is wrought with difficulty. Canada is a country where immigration is common,
while emigration is less so. This is because Canada is a relatively wealthy nation and has a
reputation for being a safe and prosperous place to live. Not many people want to leave. While
many people want to come to Canada to live, not everyone gains admittance. Canada’s policy is
to allow in those who have the most to offer the country. A potential immigrant must make her
or his case in front of the immigration board, who will decide if the criteria are met.

Immigration is often a hot political topic, and is therefore continually discussed by the media,
including newspapers. Some feel that immigration is a vital source of new ideas and a way to
shore up this country’s dwindling birthrate. Others feel that immigration should be severely
restricted. It is a touchy issue because of its link to concerns about discrimination. Citizens who
see problems with Canada may choose to focus their attention on visible minorities, some of
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whom are immigrants. These minorities are accused of being a drain on the country’s resources
or of “stealing” the jobs of Caucasians. As a result, immigration is seen as a major source of
this country’s problems. However misguided these feelings may be, they are evident throughout
Canadian society, and throughout the media.

Refugees
The 1951 UN Convention on the Status of Refugees says that a refugee is a person who
“owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his
nationality, and is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling, to avail himself of the protection of
that country...”  Refugees are like immigrants, except that they left their original country
because of a fear of persecution. As with immigration, refugee candidates are screened by a
board established for that purpose. Primary questions asked by the refugee board will be about
the amount of danger people were in and how they knew it was dangerous to stay in the other
country.

Canada has ratified the United Nations Conventions Relating to the Status of Refugees, and as a
result has certain obligations with regard to refugees. For example, Canada cannot expel a
refugee who is lawfully in its territory, except when a legitimate legal process demonstrates that
national security or public order is jeopardized by the presence of the refugee. Also, Canada
must give refugees the same treatment as the other people living here with regard to social
assistance, public education and the opportunity to work for money.

Also like immigrants, refugees are at times controversial, and are therefore prime media fodder.
The system is designed to prevent people from leaving their home country for purely economic
reasons and trying to pass themselves off as political refugees whose lives have been threatened
because of their beliefs. However, there are those who feel that this scenario happens in any
case. Also, some refugee claimants do not go through the proper channels, sometimes because
they are at immediate risk, and sometimes for other reasons. This complicates the job of the
refugee board trying to decide who can be awarded refugee status and who cannot, and it means
that the board is subject to intense media scrutiny.
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War Criminals
During the Twentieth Century there has been a growing recognition by the international
community that individuals may be prosecuted and found liable for international criminal acts
such as crimes against peace, war crimes, crimes against humanity, apartheid and genocide.
People around the world became concerned after World War II that even in times of war there
must be some rules that soldiers must follow and these rules must be encoded and
systematically applied. A conference was held and representatives from several countries
attended. A treaty was drawn-up and called the Treaty of Versailles. The treaty allowed allied
forces to bring people accused of violating the laws of war before a military tribunal to be
punished according to the law.33 The procedure was not widely used and only a small number
of Germans was prosecuted before German courts following World War I.34

The issue of war criminals did not arise again until World War II. After this war, many
thousands of war criminals were tried at hearings conducted under various tribunals. The
Nuremberg trials, held in the 1940s in Germany, were the first established military tribunals.
The Nuremberg tribunals handed down twelve death sentences, seven prison terms and three
acquittals.35 The judges included members from the United States, France, Britain and the
Soviet Union. The trials lasted for over 10 months and 24 German Nazi leaders were charged
with one or more of the following crimes:

• Crimes against peace; waging the planning of wars of aggression contrary to
international treaties and agreements;

• crimes against humanity; extermination, enslavement, genocide, racial and religious
persecution;

• war crimes:  specific crimes in German-occupied areas. These included murder,
torture, destruction of cities, towns and villages, and the killing of prisoners of war
and hostages; and

• common plan conspiracy.

The war crimes trials had several long term results. Crimes that had been considered moral
crimes became legal crimes as well, so that the waging of aggressive warfare was considered a
crime. Inhumane acts against civilians were recognized as crimes. Individuals were held
responsible for crimes they committed even when their superiors had ordered them to commit
crimes. It was determined that individuals could not argue that they were merely following
orders. Finally, heads of state were held accountable for international crimes. The few war
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crimes trials held from 1947 to date have sometimes resulted in the conviction and prosecution
of war criminals.

War Crimes Laws in Canada
In 1984, the Law Reform Commission of Canada published a working paper in which it
recommended that the government study war crimes with a view to determining the type of war
crimes legislation that should be drafted in Canada to replace old legislation.36 In February,
1985, a Commission was established to officially determine whether there were alleged Nazi
war criminals living in Canada and if so what could be done legally. The commission
determined that there were indeed Nazi war criminals living in Canada and that the existing laws
were not effective for dealing with this situation. The result was that war crimes laws became
part of the Criminal Code of Canada in 1987, and are now part of a separate act, called the
Crimes Against Humanity and War Crimes Act.37 This Act defines “war crime” as follows:

• an act or omission committed during an armed conflict that, at that time and in the
place of its commission, constitutes a war crime according to customary
international law or conventional international law applicable to armed conflicts,
whether or not it constitutes a contravention of the law in force at the time and in the
place of its commission.

“Crimes against humanity” are defined as:
• murder, extermination, enslavement, deportation, imprisonment, torture, sexual

violence, persecution or any other inhumane act or omission that is committed
against any civilian population or any identifiable group and that, at the time and in
the place of its commission, constitutes a crime against humanity according to
customary international law or conventional international law or by virtue of its
being criminal according to the general principles of law recognized by the
community of nations, whether or not it constitutes a contravention of the law in
force at the time and in the place of its commission.

It was difficult to prosecute war criminals using the Criminal Code of Canada (which was in
force until late 2000), especially for war crimes that occurred during World War II. One reason
is that a long period of time can elapse between when the crime was allegedly committed and
when the prosecution happens. This is contrary to section 11(b) of the Canadian Charter of
Rights and Freedoms, which says that a person must be tried within a reasonable amount of
time. Another problem is that sometimes a regime that is allegedly responsible for war crimes is



THE RIGHTS ANGLE: HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION USING THE NEWSPAPER

Alberta Civil Liberties Research Centre 59

still in place, which means that a person who seeks prosecution of someone here in Canada may
fear that relatives in the home country will be endangered as a result. It is too early to tell if the
same problems will arise under the new legislation.

Canada did not use its Criminal Code war crimes provisions often. In most cases, the
provisions were used to address war crimes that had occurred in World War II. In 1993, Imre
Finta was acquitted of robbery, unlawful confinement, kidnapping and manslaughter in relation
to the treatment of Jews in Hungary in 1944. More recently, some Canadians who became
citizens many years ago have been stripped of their citizenship and deported because they were
found to have made false statements while applying for citizenship. For example, Wasily
Bogutin was found to have become a Canadian citizen by “false representation or fraud or by
knowingly concealing material circumstances.”38  The Canadian court found that Mr. Bogutin
was personally and directly involved in rounding up young people for forced labour in
Germany.

As part of its commitment to the Rome Statute and the International Criminal Court system
being developed, the Canadian government passed the “Crimes Against Humanity and War
Crimes Act”, containing new laws that deal with genocide, crimes against humanity, and war
crimes, among others. One thing the Act does is direct proceeds of crime into a Crimes Against
Humanity Fund, which can be distributed to victims of offences under the Crimes Against
Humanity and War Crimes Act or the Rome Statute by the Attorney General of Canada.39

Former Foreign Affairs Minister Lloyd Axworthy said, “I am proud that Canada is the first
country to introduce such comprehensive implementation legislation. In doing so, we are
building on the momentum that started with the negotiations on the ICC Statute in Rome last
year and ensuring that Canada is at the forefront of making the International Criminal Court a
vital, functioning entity.”40

Human Rights Advocacy and Letter Writing
If you are concerned about a human rights issue, whether it is within Canada or an international
concern, one thing you can do is write a letter expressing your point of view. Groups like
Amnesty International have used this approach extensively, and have achieved some success
using it. Governments will sometimes give in to the pressure placed upon them by the
international community, and change their behaviour. A big part of this pressure often comes
from letter writing campaigns. Changes governments might make include adjusting policies
relating to human rights and releasing prisoners of conscience. Of course, it is more impressive
and persuasive when many letters are written about a specific situation than when just one letter
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is written. However, this requires a lot of organization, and should not dissuade anyone from
acting alone and writing an individual letter.

Amnesty International provides the following ten important points about letter writing:41

1) Be brief.
2) Be simple.
3) Write politely! Governments will not respond to abusive letters, however well-deserved
they may be. Also, be sure not to criticize any particular political system, only the effects of any
political system that takes away people’s basic human rights.
4) Be factual and accurate.
5) Write in your own words.
6) Write more than once.
7) Get others to write too. Points 6 and 7 reflect the idea that one letter is easy to ignore,
whereas hundreds of letters are a lot more difficult to ignore.
8) Say who you are. Including your own address and making your signature legible will show
that the letter is genuine and that you are truly concerned about what you have written about.
9) Write when you hear good news as well as bad news. When positive changes are made,
it is important to show appreciation.
10) Write in English. It is the most used language in the world, and no matter where you send
your letter, someone will be able to understand it and translate it if necessary.

ACTIVITIES—JUNIOR HIGH

Materials:  Junior High (for handouts and overheads, see
appendix)

• Newspapers
• Handout 14: International Human Rights Activity
• Handout 15: UDHR Articles
• Handout 16: International Committee of the Red Cross
• Handout 17: Gandhi’s Story
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1. Current International Human Rights Issues
Following the instructions on handout #14, students will examine the newspaper to
determine what are presently the most publicized international human rights issues.
They will answer questions about who these issues affect, and whether they affect the
students themselves. Sometimes even events that happen on the other side of the world
can affect all of us in some way.

2. Responsibilities and Rights
Students will look at the human rights they discussed in activity 1 and will try to name
the corresponding responsibilities that go with these rights.

3. Universal Declaration of Human Rights
Students will look at the rights discussed in activities 1 and 2 and will try to determine
which articles of the UDHR apply to these rights. Students can refer to handout #15 for
a brief description of some of the important articles of the UDHR. (The same
information is also contained in the background information for Chapter 1 at page 5.)

4. Security Council Debate
Students will organize a mock UN Security Council, and will debate a current
international topic found in the newspaper. For example, in late 1999, Russia carried out
continuous attacks on Chechnya, and there were many stories about this in the
newspaper. Each student will represent a country that is a member of the United
Nations. Certain students will represent the 5 permanent members of the Security
Council, and these students will have veto power. These 5 members are China, France,
Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States. The UN Security Council usually
has 15 total members, with 10 of the spots rotating among the countries that are not
permanent members. A class will usually not have exactly 15 students, so for the
purposes of the activity, the security council will have as many members as there are
students. Each student will be allowed to represent their country and express their
feelings on what should be done about the problem the Security Council is discussing.
Students will propose courses of action and vote on them, remembering that the 5
permanent members of the Security Council can veto anything that is proposed. The
challenge will be to see if any sort of agreement can be reached. In the example of
Russia and Chechnya mentioned above, it would be very unrealistic to believe that an
agreement would result, because Russia, the country on the offensive, has a veto. In
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other scenarios, however, a solution may very well be possible. Whether or not an
agreement is reached, the goal of the activity is to show how complicated international
politics are, because of the fact that there are many nations, each with a different
perspective.

5. Battle of Solferino
Students will refer to Handout #16 and will read about the Red Cross and answer
related questions. Please note that Handout #16 consists of 3 pages.

6. Refugee Board Role Play
Discuss refugees and the United Nations with the students. Students will form groups
of 3 or 4 that will include a refugee board of more than one member and one refugee
applicant. The students who are refugee board members will meet for 10 or 15 minutes
and discuss how they will conduct a hearing, including what questions they will ask.
The student who is playing the refugee will come up with a story to tell the board, which
involves leaving a country in fear and making it all the way to Canada. The refugee
applicant will present her or his case to the board. The board members will ask
questions of the applicant. The questions will try to determine what the refugee applicant
has to offer Canada, as well as whether or not she or he would be in danger back in her
or his native country. Once all questions have been asked, the board members will meet
and decide whether or not the applicant will be admitted to Canada.

7. Gandhi’s Story
Students will read the Amnesty International story about Gandhi on handout #17, and
will answer questions about his method of producing social change.42

ACTIVITIES—SENIOR HIGH

Materials:  Senior High (for handouts and overheads, see
appendix)

• Newspapers
• Handout 16: International Committee of the Red Cross
• Handout 17: Gandhi’s Story
• Handout 18: Sample Advocacy Letter
• Handout 19: International Human Rights Personality Activity
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1. Human Rights Around the World
Using the newspaper, students will determine which areas of the world appear to have
the best and the worst situations with regard to human rights, and discuss how the
newspaper stories give this impression.

2. Human Rights Advocacy
Students will find a situation in the newspaper involving a violation of human rights and
will write a letter stating their position on behalf of Amnesty International or a similar
group to the government involved with the rights violation. Please see handout #18 for a
sample letter, and refer to the background information in this chapter on page 60 for
advice on how to write an advocacy letter.

3. Editorial Discretion
Students will take an international human rights issue and write a newspaper editorial on
it. They will then pretend they are writing for a newspaper that is controlled by a
totalitarian regime, and will write an editorial on the same issue. When this is completed,
students will discuss the differences between the two editorials they have produced and
the reasons for the differences. Students will also comment on the level of objectivity of
the Canadian press; is it high or low? Please see handout #11 for an example of an
editorial from a Canadian newspaper. The students will have to decide how to approach
an editorial that is written for a totalitarian government.

4. International Human Rights Personality
Referring to handout #19, students will examine the newspaper and discover a
personality who is related to international human rights issues. The activity on handout
#19 involves reading about an individual involved with international human rights in the
newspaper, and doing follow-up research on the individual. This research will what can
be learned from a newspaper as opposed to what can be learned through more extensive
research. The one page biography that the students produce could be presented to the
class.

5. Security Council Debate
Students will organize a mock UN Security Council, and will debate a current
international topic found in the newspaper. For example, in late 1999, Russia carried out
continuous attacks on Chechnya, and there were many stories about this in the
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newspaper. Each student will represent a country that is a member of the United
Nations. Certain students will represent the 5 permanent members of the Security
Council, and these students will have veto power. These 5 members are China, France,
Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States. The UN Security Council usually
has 15 total members, with 10 of the spots rotating among the countries that are not
permanent members. A class will usually not have exactly 15 students, so for the
purposes of the activity, the security council will have as many members as there are
students. Each student will be allowed to represent their country and express their
feelings on what should be done about the problem the Security Council is discussing.
Students will propose courses of action and vote on them, remembering that the 5
permanent members of the Security Council can veto anything that is proposed. The
challenge will be to see if any sort of agreement can be reached. In the example of
Russia and Chechnya mentioned above, it would be very unrealistic to believe that an
agreement would result, because Russia, the country on the offensive, has a veto. In
other scenarios, however, a solution may very well be possible. Whether or not an
agreement is reached, the goal of the activity is to show how complicated international
politics are, because of the fact that there are many nations, each with a different
perspective.

6. Battle of Solferino
Students will refer to Handout 16 and will read about the Red Cross and answer related
questions. Please note that Handout #16 consists of 3 pages.

7. Refugee Board Role Play
Discuss refugees and the United Nations with the students. Students will form groups
of 3 or 4 that will include a refugee board of more than one member and one refugee
applicant. The students who are refugee board members will meet for 10 or 15 minutes
and discuss how they will conduct a hearing, including what questions they will ask.
The student who is playing the refugee will come up with a story to tell the board, which
involves leaving a country in fear and making it all the way to Canada. The refugee
applicant will present her or his case to the board. The board members will ask
questions of the applicant. The questions will try to determine what the refugee applicant
has to offer Canada, as well as whether or not she or he would be in danger back in her
or his native country. Once all questions have been asked, the board members will meet
and decide whether or not the applicant will be admitted to Canada.
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8. Gandhi’s Story
Students will read the Amnesty International story about Gandhi on handout #17, and
will answer questions about his method of producing social change.43
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