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DEPRIVATION AN DISCRIMINATION S

FOREWORD

Recent images from Rwanda and Bosnia have once again made the world acutely aware of the
consequences that discrimination and intolerance can have. What perhaps not enough people real-
ize, however, is how directly and even deliberately children are affected by this unleashed hatred.

According to UNICEF’s Facts and Figures, 1994-1995, in the last decade war, including eth-
nic conflicts, has caused the deaths of 1.5 million children and has left over 4 million more handi-
capped. In its wake, one million children have been separated from their parents, orphaned or
abandoned, and 12 million children have lost their homes. Over 10 million children have suf-
fered severe psychological traumas. Many have witnessed their family members being killed or
have been exposed to atrocities. A growing number of children have even committed atrocities
themselves. UNICEF reports that from 300 to 400 children aged 11 to 17 are being held in
Rwandan prisons, accused of genocide. Many of these children were forced to participate in the
fighting under threat of being massacred. Most are severely traumatized.

The victimization of children is not accidental. Children represent the continuity of a race,
ethnic group or religious denomination; they perpetuate diversity. In times of conflict, that
diversity becomes intolerable. Children are perceived as enemies and made the prime targets
of genocide.

Children are also the main victims of less obvious forms of discrimination than the brutality
in Rwanda and Bosnia. Data from every part of the world show that indigenous peoples, Gyp-
sies, most immigrant groups and many other marginalized minorities, including some living in
the richest countries in the world, have higher infant and under-five morbidity and mortalicy
rates and lower educational achievement than overall populations. By failing to provide basic
core services to these groups and disregarding the structural causes of poverty, governments are
largely responsible for this suffering and loss.

To investigate ways to prevent and address these acute emergency situations and chronic
‘everyday’ inequities, our Centre organized a meeting in 1994 on ‘Discrimination Against Chil-
dren and Families of Minority Groups and Indigenous Peoples’. This publication, the follow-up
to a first publication on children of minorities!, contains abridged versions of the meeting’s main
discussion papers. It secks to define the major concepts involved in the issue and traces inter-
national efforts to date to create legal instruments against intolerance and discrimination.

The various chapters are linked by the recognition that the limits of tolerance and intoler-
ance are located in collective values, and these values are transmitted by the family, the school,

1 See Costarelli, S., ‘Children of Minorities: Gypsies’, Innocenti Insighrs, UNICEF, International Child Development Centre,
Florence, 1993.
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the media, the judiciary and many other of society’s institutions. When families are so discrim-
inated against that their only legacy to their children is hate; when schools teach children to
regard non-dominant cultures as inferior and undesirable; when media use stereotypes and
inflammatory language that reinforce prejudices; when judges hand out stiff sentences to minor-
ity youths who commit petty infractions while exercising paternal leniency towards young rac-
ists; when law enforcement officials are suspected of taking part in ‘death squads’ — then the
seeds of hatred and violence are planted in the minds of children and youth.

Innovative approaches to these problems are being undertaken, particularly through educa-
tion, both within and outside the school. In Italy and other industrialized countries, for instance,
attempts are being made to introduce into school curricula a discussion of development issues,
and to help children, especially children of the dominant culture, learn to recognize the impor-
tance and richness of cultural diversity. In some Latin American countries, projects have been
initiated whose objectives are to nourish and protect that diversity through bilingual education.
The media are increasingly playing a key role in building a positive perception of ‘difference’.

A recurrent theme throughout the volume is the lack of specific studies on discrimination
and its effects on children. As we have seen, this research gap is paradoxical considering how
tragically central to the issue children actually are. As a start, information could be collected and
analysed relating to the innumerable projects that have already been undertaken addressing the
problems of Gypsy and immigrant populations in Europe and North America. There are many
lessons to be learned, deriving both from failures and from successes.

Many subjects require further study and others raise issues of values and value judgements.
For example, what is in the best interests of children belonging to a minority group if the right
to maintain their own language implies that they will receive a poorer quality education and will
inevitably suffer a sense of inferiority in relation to children of the dominant culture? How is the
health of indigenous children affected by preserving traditional customary practices or by replac-
ing them with modern methods of prevention and care? To what extent can the effects of edu-
cation of the girl child — and therefore the changing role of women in the community — be
absorbed without shifting the very bases of strongly patriarchal cultures? Could the loss of cul-
tural identity be justified if this were to bring about a reduction in infant mortality rates? What
costs are involved in providing primary services in a multi-ethnic society and how do they com-
pare to those incurred by a society based on integration — for instance, is multilingual education
feasible in resource-poor countries?

The situation of children of indigenous and minority groups is now being monitored by the
Committee on the Rights of the Child, established in connection with the 1989 United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child. The Committee is responsible not only for examining
State Party reports but also for suggesting specific measures that States Parties should take to ful-
fil their treaty obligations. Some excerpts from that monitoring process are included in this vol-
ume. The Committee is placing great emphasis on the importance of bringing about attitudinal
changes. Training material and courses relating to children’s rights need to be devised targeting
teachers, policemen, judges, social workers, journalists and other professionals whose work
involves children. Moreover, the Convention needs to be translated into local languages and in
various other ways made accessible to communities, families and children themselves. It is essen-
tial that individuals, even in the remotest areas, are aware that efforts are being made to increase
respect for diversity, to safeguard cultural heritages and to secure peaceful coexistence — and that
their Governments are legally and morally committed to work towards these goals.

James R. Himes
Director

UNICEF International Child Development Centre
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CHILDREN: VICTIMS AND SYMBOLS

PAOLO BASURTO

Infroduction

The Concept of Childhood

Children, it is commonly believed, have
always held a privileged position in society.
Their unique standing is thought to derive
from a variety of social and biological factors
that transcend epochs and cultures. However,
this image of childhood 1s difficult to reconcile
with reality. Children do not automatically
receive special attention, care and community
resources. They are not necessarily placed
high on a hypothetical scale of social and indi-
vidual values. Indeed, millions die every year
of diseases that could easily have been pre-
vented (Badinter, 1980).

Yet, there is little doubt that ‘childhood’ is
a powerful concept. The world has witnessed
events that were possible only because they
were proposed and undertaken for the sake of
children. In Lebanon, El Salvador and Mozam-
bique, truces were called in the midst of vio-
lent conflicts so that children could be vacci-
nated. Authoritarian governments, such as the
Pinochet or Duvalier regimes, permitted oppo-
sition forces to deliver food and other aid to
children. Heads of state have come together in
unprecedented numbers with one single item
on their agenda — children’s welfare.

Efforts to protect and improve children’s
well-being have activated processes of pro-
found social change. Over the past 15 years, a
full-scale international mobilization has taken
place whose aim has been to translate chil-

dren’s needs into a universal code. This ‘revo-
lution’ in favour of children, as UNICEF
terms it, implies that consensus can be
reached at all levels of society regarding cer-
tain fundamental values relating to children.

The concept of ‘childhood’ is so strong a
uniting and mobilizing force that it has
brought about demands for a new interna-
tional ethic for children. As The State of the
World’s Children 1995 asserts:

The time has now come to put the
needs and the rights of children at the
very centre of development strategy. ...
Childhood is the period when minds
and bodies and personalities are being
formed and during which even tempo-
rary deprivation is capable of inflicting
lifelong damage and distortion on
human development. It follows that,
whether the threat be war and conflict
or economic marginalization, children
should, as far as is humanly possible, be
protected from the worst mistakes and
malignancies of the adult world
(UNICEE, 1995, p. 14).

The report then defines the essence of this new
ethic: the principle that children “should be
given a first call on societies’ concerns and
capacities, and that this commitment should be
maintained in good times and in bad”.

The widespread and rapid acceptance of
the 1989 United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) is one clear indica-

tion that the world community considers this a
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reasonable proposal. No other international
human rights agreement has entered into
force as quickly, nor has any other convention
been ratified by as many States 1n so short a
time. A universal consensus is increasingly
evident, including at the level of popular con-
sciousness, that children’s well-being is an
essential value and that this value can guide
social progress.

The element that gives universal symbolic
value to childhood and child well-being is the
emotional force that children elicit. The com-
passion, the horror, the solidarity that the image
of a suffering child provokes go far beyond ide-
ologies or doctrines. These emotions can cata-
lyze social consensus on an affective level long
before rational understanding is reached. If this
consensus can then be stimulated by concrete
programmes of action, a process of social mobi-
lization will ensue and gather such momentum
that political forces will be forced to support
programmes, if for no other reason than politi-
cal expedience.

Ethnic Conflicts

Development strategies can, in principle,
be built on this new ethic for children and the
possibilities for social change that it embodies
(Himes, 1993). However, before such strat-
egies can be devised, many obstacles have to be
overcome. The most severe and deeply rooted
of these obstacles are poverty, ignorance and
injustice. To these must be added the so-called
ethnic conflicts that are flaring up throughout
the world today with an almost contagious
force. Although these conflicts often involve
distinct ethnic groups, at other times the differ-
ences between warring parties are less clear.
Conflict may be motivated by religious, histor-
ical, linguistic, social or racial causes, as well as
economic and terrttorial factors, or any combi-
nation of these forces. What does seem certain,
however, is that ways for different groups to
live peacefully in single social systems are not
being found. Often underlying differences
take the form of fanaticism, with its inevitable
outcome of violence and bloodshed.

The origin of incompatibility is often seen
to be power, “the power to define the bounda-

rics of values shared by individuals with a com-
mon heritage living in the same territory”:

Those people or groups who do not
accept these boundaries conse-
quently become a minority. The
refusal of a group to be incorporated
into the dominant value system can
have many negative repercussions for
them ... [t means a sharp attack on the
identity of the group, resulting in
social subordination and margin-
alization (Pace, 1993, p. 8).

With the dissolution of multi-ethnic
States, intolerance has shifted from the realm
of the single State to that of international rela-
tions. Tensions between States have ex-
ploded into full-scale conflicts, invariably
characterized by strong popular participation
and deeply felt ethnic, religious and national-
istic identities. One recent study shows that
between 1945 and 1980, state-sponsored mas-
sacres of members of ethnic and political
groups were responsible for greater losses of
life than all other forms of conflict combined,
including international, colonial and civil wars
(Stavenhagen, 1990).

Although historical events in the past few
years led some commentators to predict the
end of ethnic conflicts, new conflict situations
have continued to erupt, some threatening to
reach unprecedented proportions. Moreover,
their causes often remain all too obscure. In
these volatile situations, warring factions are
less and less influenced by humanitarian con-
siderations and, indeed, are even likely, in
increasingly explicit and brutal ways, to make
women and children their deliberate targets.
There seems to be a growing popular belief
that incompatibility has genetic origins, and
therefore the only way to dissipate built-up
violence is to vent it on those who represent
the continuity of that very difference.

Ethnic conflict, in fact, has become an
almost-permanent form of social and political
struggle in every major region of the world
(ibid.). Two trends have contributed to its
prevalence. First of all, societies are becoming
ethnically more complex because of increased



migration. Secondly, intolerance to all that is
different or foreign is intensifying and, in
some countries, even seeping once again into
ideologies and political platforms.

Research on Ethnic Minority Children

How can ethnic conflicts be prevented?
And how can children be protected during
these tragic struggles? In this increasingly
divided and insecure international climate,
what kinds of initiatives can be found that are
neither sensationalist nor guided by the uto-
pian belief that moral condemnation can by
itself bring about change? Research con-
ducted to date sheds only a feeble light on
these issues.

An extensive literature exists on discrimi-
nation and ethnic conflict (though not quite as
extensive as some would believe). The
broader issues regarding ethnicity have been
viewed from philosophical, anthropological,
economic, legal, moral, religious, historical,
political and social perspectives. Each
approach has its own particular relevance but
contributes only partially to a satisfactory
interpretation of these phenomena. Regard-
less of the approaches taken in different anal-
yses, there is not one single aspect of discrim-
ination that does not involve the child. Yer,
remarkably little research has been carried out
on children belonging to minority groups, and
only fragmentary data on their situation exist,
especially in developing countries.

Most of the available studies on minority
children suggest that these children face a
wide range of serious problems: the emotional
conflicts involved in trying to reconcile two
cultures; the negative effects of discrimina-
tion on educational achievement; the damag-
ing consequences of becoming caught in
ethnic-based violence; the strong risk of
involvement in criminal activities, such as
drug trafficking or prosticution; and serious
health problems and higher mortality and
morbidity rates, which are inevitably associa-
ted with segregation and low social status.
The North American Indian children, for
example, have school drop-out rates ranging
from 45 to 62 per cent. The situation of the
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Indios in Central America is even more dra-
matic. In recent decades, between 100,000 and
200,000 Indios children have lost at least one
parent as a result of persecution and civil strife.
In India, the children of marginalized castes
are often forced to live and work in slave-like
conditions, even in the modern industrial sec-
tor. In the Dominican Republic, children of
the Haitian minority are severely exploited in
sugar factories. In the United States, Mexican
children have been found working in clandes-
tine garment workshops. Persecution of the
Kurds in Iraq reached horrifying levels in 1991
when the poisoning of milk and water supplies
resulted in the deaths of approximately
100,000 children (Pace, 1993).

If it is true that tolerance thresholds are
culturally learned and are therefore intrinsi-
cally related to the education process, chil-
dren themselves may represent the logical
starting point for attenuating ethnic divisions.
In addition, the respect, compassion and soli-
darity that childhood by its very nature elicits
is, in itself, an extremely important resource
in the prevention of conflicts. The child is
therefore one of the principle victims of dis-
crimination and perhaps a key to an effective
response to the problem. For these reasons, a
better understanding is urgently needed of
why and how children get caught up in the
mechanisms of discrimination, whether vio-
lent or more subtly harmful.

The Foundations
of a “Social Contract’

Many of the major conflicts today in
the world are the results of deterio-
rated race relations, group frictions,
group hatred, discrimination against
minorities, disregard of the collective
aspirations of religious, ethnic, or cul-
tural groups and of the rights of their
individual members (Lerner, 1991).

Natan Lerner’s words reflect a widely held
view among those working in areas relating to
minorities. They are also quite similar to com-
ments made more than 30 years ago by the
drafters of one of the most important legal
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A Kurdish child
who had fled
during the

1991 persecutions
returning home at
the end of

the Gulf War:




instruments produced by the international
community in the fight against discrimination:
Convention No. 111, on Discrimination in
Employment and Occupation, adopted by the
International Labour Organisation (ILO) in
June 1958. C.W. Jenks, a highly respected
social commentator of the period, wrote in his
1960 book, Human Rights and International
Labor Standards:

The insistent claim to full equalicy
of opportunity by racial minorities ... in
industrial countries ...; the rising tide of
protest throughout the ex-colonial and
colonial world, and the independent
countries where the issue arises in an
acute manner, against color discrimina-
tion in every form; the complex prob-
lem of multiracial communities ...; the
resentment throughout the under-
developed world ...; the claim to full
equality in the national community of
religious and social outcasts ... and non-
integrated indigenous populations ...;
the systematic exploitation of the issue
of discrimination as an instrument of
political warfare — all of these forces,
varied as they are in origin and nature,
have combined to make the problem
of discrimination one of the crucial
issues of contermnporary international
politics and of the national politics of
many countries (Jenks, 1960, p. 152).

Although discrimination still appears to
be one of the most serious problems of our
times, there has been considerable progress in
conceptual and legal terms since 1948, when
the first international convention against gen-
ocide was approved. By 1992, when the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Persons Belonging to National or Ecthnic,
Religious and Linguistic Minorities was
adopted, the basic concepts of ‘discrimina-
tion’ and ‘minority’ had been analysed in
depth from philosophical, social science and
legal perspectives. Studies have clarified
many aspects of discrimination; many have
also emphasized that peaceful coexistence in
the world today depends importantly on find-
ing ways to deal with this complex and politi-
cally sensitive issue.

DEPRIVATION AND DISCRININATION 1 1

What Is Meant by Discrimination?

Quite an effort seems to be required to
exhaust all the possible interpretations of dis-
crimination, whose real nature continues to
elude us. If most important texts of interna-
tional law were combined, the most probable
definition of discrimination to emerge would
be the following:

Discrimination shall mean any distinc-
tion, exclusion, restriction or prefer-
ence based on race, color, religion or
belief, descent, ethnic origin, language
or sex, which has the purpose or effect
of nullifying or impairing the recogni-
tion, enjoyment or exercise, on an
equal footing, of human rights and fun-
damental freedoms in the political,
economic, social, cultural or any other
field of life (Lerner, 1991, p. 21).

According to some scholars, discrimina-
tion should not be confused with distinction
and should be understood instead as “an
unfair, unreasonable, unjustifiable or arbitrary
distinction” (McKean, 1983). The problem is
by no means solely theoretical. Underlying
the notion of discrimination is the recognition
that something is ‘done’ or ‘not done’ in rela-
tion to someone. “It may imply a denial of
rights, an imposition of burdens or the grant-
ing of illegal privileges to other persons.”
These situations then produce outcomes of
unjustified inequality (Lerner, 1991, p. 26).
Thus, we are faced with a set of interrelated
concepts (justice, equality, discrimination and
tolerance) that are somewhat relative from a
legal point of view as they depend largely on
the interaction of political and social forces,
such as groups and States.

Concepts of ‘Minority’ and ‘Group’

As additional international legal instru-
ments have come into force, the term ‘minor-
ity’ has lost its once predominantly racial sig-
nificance. There has, in fact, been a rejection
of the concept of race, a concept that anthro-
pologists and sociologists heatedly debated
during most of the 19* and early 20™ centu-
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ries. Article 1 of the 1978 UNESCO Declara-
tion on Race and Racial Prejudice affirms that
“all human beings belong to a single species
and are descended from a common stock”,
and that “all peoples of the world possess
equal faculties for attaining the highest level
in intellectual, technical, social, economic,
cultural and political development”. It also
sustains that “all individuals and groups
(emphasis added) have the right to be differ-
ent, to consider themselves as different and to
be regarded as such”.

In other words, what is of interest is not
that any given community, whose members
may be identified by presumedly genetic-
biological characteristics, is at a numerical dis-
advantage and therefore vulnerable to exploi-
tation and injustice. What is of real interest is
the right to be different, in whatever ways that
difference is expressed. Equally important, if
not more so, is the right to express differences
both individually and collectively. Reprehen-
sible discriminatory practices can, it is well
known, be carried out not only by States in
relation to groups and individuals, but also by
groups in relation to their own members or
members of other groups.

At this point, the concept of ‘minority’ is
too narrow to contain the full complexity of the
problem. Central to the issue are the power
relations among and within States and groups.

The nature and structure of the modern
State, new forms of international cooperation
and association, the role of regional decentral-
ization and the growing acceptance of the
legitimacy of group consciousness — a legiti-
macy implicit in the right to be different and
to choose whether or not to be integrated in a
specific society (Lerner, 1991) — are some of
the main considerations that could justify the
emergence of the concept of ‘group’ as
opposed to ‘minority’.

However, other problems arise when using
this abstraction. Among these are the defini-
tion of ‘group’ and the implications for group
members in terms of their positions both
within the group and within the larger society.
While it is beyond the scope of this paper to
examine the many attempts that have been
made to define ‘groups’, it can generally be

said that groups share common characteristics
or interests and are based on a sense of belong-
ing, in itself a subjective concept although
rationalized by objective elements such as age,
occupation, sex or sexual orientation, political
opinions, somatic features and physical disabil-
ities (ibid.).

The 1992 Declaration on Minorities does
not seem to leave much room for conceptual
development and in some ways actually
appears to take a step backwards. In fact, the
terms of the Declaration refer almost exclu-
sively to national, ethnic, religious or linguis-
tic minorities. Some observers maintain that
the Declaration’s intention to protect groups
is evident (Thornberry, 1993), even if few and
only indirect references are made to ‘groups’
(Articles 2 and 3). Moreover, the concept of
‘minority’ is not defined in the Declaration,
making many different interpretations possi-
ble. Serious doubts, for instance, remain con-
cerning the Declaration’s applicability to
indigenous populations. Furthermore, be-
cause the Declaration affirms the concepts of
territorial integrity and the political sover-
eignty of States, in certain cases this could
mean that members of minority groups are
free to enjoy their rights only insofar as these
are compatible with national laws.

‘Groups’ and other collective actors such as
‘communities’ or ‘associations’ are still juridi-
cally ambiguous but socially quite dynamic.
They play a substantial role in determining the
behaviour of individuals. The concept of the
group can help us to understand the strong link
that exists both at the international and
national levels between politics and ethnicity
as well as between ethnic conflict and interna-
tional stability (Stack, 1981).

Non-Discrimination

and Minorities in the CRC

Since the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948), the non-discrimination
principle has became an ‘admitted concept’ of
international law. In the long and complex
juridical debate concerning minorities
(Thornberry, 1993), there has been a growing
conviction that the principle of non-



discrimination should be extended to groups,
especially as a purely individualistic interpre-
tation of equal protection provides a question-
able basis for affirmative action.

The CRC places considerable emphasis
on the issue of non-discrimination. Article 2
confronts this requirement explicitly and in
detail. It states that discrimination on the
basis of “race, colour, sex, language, religion,
political or other opinion, national, ethnic or
social origin, property, disability, birth or other
status” or “on the basis of the status, activi-
ties, expressed opinions, or beliefs of the
child’s parents, legal guardians, or family
members” must not be used in any way to
limit the rights set down in the CRC. Article
30, concerning religious, linguistic and cul-
tural rights, affirms that the preservation of a
group’s existence may be related to the basic
human right of education combined with the
right (“that shall not be denied” to children
belonging to minority groups and indigenous
children) to enjoy a separate (cultural) iden-
tity.- In so doing, this provision contributes
importantly to the process of forging new legal
tools addressing the issues that prevail in
multi-ethnic, multireligious or multicultural
societies (Russo, 1995).

The emphasis in Article 30 is on ‘affirma-
tive action’ whose purpose is to take transi-
tional preferential measures to correct histori-
cal inequities and prevent the perpetuation of
social disadvantages (Eide, 1994). Thus,
while the right to non-discrimination pro-
vided for in Article 2 obviously includes
minority groups, the right to a distinction, in
the sense of a positive discrimination involv-
ing affirmative actions on the part of the State,
exists in order to guarantee the right of each
child to his or her own culture, religion and
language.

However, of greater importance, in my
opinion, is the spirit that pervades the whole
'CRC. This spirit is clearly oriented towards a
definition of universal values that are uncon-
strained by the existence of diversity within
the social system and that are grounded in the
“physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social
development of the child” (Article 27).

DEPRIVATION AND DISCRIMINATION

> Selected List of International Instruments
Relevant to the Rights of Children Belonging
to a Minority or an Indigenous Group

1945 Charter of the United Nations

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights

1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment
of the Crime of Genocide

1950 European Convention for the Protection of
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms

1957 ILO Convention No. 107, concerning Indige-
nous and Tribal Populations or Peoples

1958 African Charter on Human and People's Rights

1958 ILO Convention No. 111, on Discrimination in
Employment and Occupation

1960 UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in
Education

1965 United Nations Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination

1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights
1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social

and Cultural Rights

1966 UNESCQ Declaration of the Principles of Inter-
national Cultural Cooperation

1973 United Nations Convention on the Suppres-
sion and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid

1978 UNESCO Declaration on Race and Racial Prej-
udice

1981 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination
of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination
Based on Religion or Belief

1981 Council of Europe Community Charter of
Regional Languages and Cultures and the
Charter of the Rights of Ethnic Minorities

1989 ILO Convention No. 169, concerning Indige-
nous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Coun-
tries

1989 Conference on Security and Co-operation in
Europe (CSCE) Concluding Document of the
Vienna Meeting on the Follow-up to the Con-
ference

1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child

1990 Council of Europe List of Minority Rights
Drawn up by the European Commission of
Democracy through Law

1990 Conference on Security and Co-operation in
Europe (CSCE) Charter of Paris for a New
Europe

1992 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Reli-
gious and Linguistic Minorities

13
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Thus, underlying the CRC is an aware-
ness that differences should be recognized,
respected and even fostered if they favour the
well-being and complete development of the
child. This awareness is particularly evident
in Articles 3, 12 and 13, which refer respec-
tively to “the best interests of the child”, to
the child’s right to hold and express opinions
and to be heard on all matters affecting him or
her, and to the child’s right to seek, receive
and impart information.

Although not easily applied, the principle
of the best interests of the child has major
legal implications for children, and its inter-
pretation will certainly engage judges, law-
yers and legislators for some time (Alston,
1994). The right to participation, provided for
in Articles 12 and 13, makes the child a poten-
tial actor in processes of social change and no
longer a passive subject of beliefs and tradi-
tions that may impede his or her well-being
(Hart, 1992).

But, once again, it is the philosophical
nature of the CRC that cannot be challenged.
Condensed in its 54 articles is a complete cul-
tural and social plan, which gives full symbolic
expression to the “best interests of the child”.
And, indeed, there is much room for reflection
on how an understanding of the relations
among different social groups could be devel-
oped if, above all else, the well-being of the
child were taken as a primary consideration.

Dilemmas of Social Coexistence

Concealed beneath the problems of defi-
nition and terminology in relation to minori-
ties and discrimination lic some fundamental
questions about social coexistence: How can a
balance be struck between diversity and sim-
ilaritcyy How can multiple elements be
brought together in a single entity? How can
individual and collective freedom be
respected within limits that have as their com-
mon denominator ‘belonging’ and tolerance?

Clearly, the guiding principles of the
French Revolution, which also inspired the
development of modern democracy — “Lib-
erty, Equality and Fraternity” — need to be
re-examined and revived so that the needs of
multi-ethnic cultures can be met, without at

the same time jeopardizing social unity or
causing conflicts and stalemates among deci-
sion makers.

It is also necessary to recognize the limits
of tolerance — the lofty principle that guided
the process of democratization that began in
the 19 century. As Herbert Marcuse (1968)
contended, tolerance without limits becomes
a subtle and powerful instrument of repres-
sion, as, in fact, has been seen. This means
that there are times when intolerance is called
for; that there are situations that do not allow
for flexibility; that a responsibility to react
does exist; and that the norms governing
social relations should not inevitably work to
the benefit of the dominant group.

The aspiration to justice is perhaps the
strongest of all human motivations, both on
the individual and the collective level. How-
ever, the fine line between what is just and
what is unjust has from time immemorial con-
stituted the most complex dilemma of social
coexistence.

Indigenous populations, for instance, are
fighting for recognition as nations; in other
times, not so long ago, this would have been
referred to as a fight for independence. How-
ever, as the era of decolonization is generally
thought to be over, ‘independence’ as well
appears to be an outdated concept. Today one
speaks of autonomy, self-determination and
the right to own and exploit territorial
resources, concepts that are almost never
clearly defined.

The fall of the Soviet empire has precipi-
tated a drive towards autonomy and, together
with massive increases in migration, has lent
greater urgency to the search for values that
would set new boundaries of tolerance within a
framework of social, national and international
coexistence.

The road ahead is no doubt a long one.
However, agreement has already been
reached, and not just in theory, that when chil-
dren’s deaths can be prevented, the interna-
tional community as a whole has an obligation
to intervene. Such a prospect is no doubt full
of risks. “The principles of sovereignty, non-
use of armed force, and of non-intervention
are important ordering principles, not to be



bypassed lightly”, Asbjgrn Eide (1988) cau-
tions. “Hegemonical states still bypass inter-
national law in pursuit of interventionist poli-
cies, sometimes thinly disguised as ‘humani-
tarian intervention’ or ‘intervention by
invitation’.”

As global interdependence is increasingly
recognized, the values the world community
shares need to be promoted and defended
with greater effectiveness. In the future, a
global approach may be required not only to
economics and politics, but also to ethics.
Thus, the same need that exists at the
national level arises even more urgently at the
global level, the need to reconcile the right to
be different with the obligation to obey com-
mon laws. Achieving this reconciliation
peacefully will depend for the most part on
values that are presumed to be universal.
These values are held by both individuals and
groups and are manifested in practical every-
day actions as well as in emergency situations.

Lawyers are very much aware that laws will
only be just if they clearly identify with a com-
mon spirit. Indeed, this is another way of point-
ing to the need for a culture that incorporates
that spirit into the norms of social coexistence.

To what extent has this debate been of
interest to individuals and groups working in
the area of children’s welfare and develop-
ment? Are children especially implicated in
ethnic conflicts and in the way that the rights of
so-called minorities are formulated, recog-
nized, enjoyed, negated or violated? Can a shift
conceivably be made from a narrow focus on
children to the adoption of effective solutions
on a more general level? Can addressing the
situation of child victims of social discrimina-
tion contribute to improvements if the larger
problems of national and international coexist-
ence are not first resolved? In which sectors do
children most suffer discrimination and in
which sectors is it more urgent, but also more
effective, to intervene? Who could most appro-
priately intervene, and how? Given existing
international norms, could international organi-
zations conceivably take on a new role on
behalf of children in an area as sensitive as that
of minority rights and ethnic conflicts?

As Rodolfo Stavenhagen (1988) asserts:

DEPRIVATION AND DISCRIMINATION 1 5

[Wihilst it is not the task of the social
scientist to render judgement on
whether the claims and demands of
ethnic groups in conflict are right or
wrong, neither is he or she insensitive
or neutral with regard to fundamental
moral issues relating to freedom, lib-
erty, justice and human rights.

All the more reason to ask how one can
remain insensitive to these issues when they
apply to children, the future of humanity.

The Child: Victim and Symbol

“The most important aspect for minority
groups is the rights of the child”, writes
Stephen Roth (1992, p. 99), one of the few
people working in this field who identify chil-
dren as being central to the issue of discrimi-
nation. “The protection of the family is of
existential importance to minorities, just as
the rights of the child are vital assurance of
their continuity.” Roth also places the perse-
cution of minority children within a historical
context: “The oppression of minorities
through killing of children has been a fre-
quent historical phenomenon. Indeed the
killing of children as a means of oppression
goes back to biblical times.”

It has been estimated that 1.5 million chil-
dren have been Kkilled and another 4 million
injured in armed conflicts during the past dec-
ade; 5 million children currently live in refu-
gee camps; and 12 million displaced children
live outside of their own communities. Dur-
ing 1993 alone, no fewer than half a million
children died as a direct or indirect result of
conflict situations, the majority of which were
ethnic wars.

Ethnic conflicts are certainly the most
brutal form of conflicts, as is evidenced in
former Yugoslavia, Somalia, Lebanon, Sudan,
Afghanistan, not to mention the most recent
and terrible tragedy of Rwanda. By June 1994,
according to some estimates, 150,000 Rwan-
dan children had been orphaned or aban-
doned. It is clear that this ethnic war is being
fought in the name of children, with children
and against children.
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Why so much perversion? Why is the
basic human instinct to protect children lost
in these situations? Tarzi Vittachi, Deputy
Executive Director of UNICEF for many
years, asked this question in his last book,
published posthumously. Vittachi was not
specifically concerned with minorities but
with wars, which divide men to the point of
corrupting their spirits, and with children, vic-
tims of this apparently senseless process. He
was, however, fundamentally optimistic,
believing that it is not so much ‘men’ who
become perverse, but governments that lose
all sense of common good and of real collec-
tive interests.

“There is no such thing as a just war, how-
ever blaring the propaganda. There is no
human reason to kill a child. People have chil-
dren. Governments don’t.” Referring specifi-
cally to the Horn of Africa, Vittachi did not
hesitate to affirm:

Much of the horrors were the fallout
of Cold War geopolitics. Remote-
control power games played in Wash-
ington and Moscow had destroyed
any early possibility that Ethiopia,
Somalia, the Sudan and Angola ...
could develop their own democratic
systems of governance and build a
future for their children (Vittachi,
1993, p. 84).

Vittachi was also a champion of the value
of the child as a universal symbol able to stim-
ulate strategies of peace and consensus, even
between the most hostile of forces. What most
struck him in his experience with UNICEF,
he wrote, was that

... through children it has been pos-
sible to touch a core of human value
deep in the consciousness even of
men who have been raised and
trained in a military culture. Napo-
leon Duarte and his guerilla oppo-
nents, Milton Obote, Okello and
Musuveni in Uganda, El Bashir in the
Sudan, have each been trained to win
wars without compunction, but they
have all been stirred in that deep
place within them which responds to

the call of children. It is this feeling of
primary obligation which has caused
people in the past ten years to open a
window in their fortified walls of sov-
ereignty to let in the humanitarian life
blood needed to keep children alive
while their elders try to settle their
power quarrels by killing one another.
Is it too fanciful to extrapolate from
this experience the thought that these
Corndors and Zones of Peace for chil-
dren may be the wedge that was
needed and will eventually serve to
separate human beings from war?
(ibid., pp. 125-126).

This conclusion, if legitimate, could also help
us to understand how best to act for children
and through children on the critical issues of
oppressed minorities, indigenous peoples and
discrimination in general.

In the final analysis, ethnic conflicts now
are at the root of most of our worst armed con-
flicts. Resolution of these conflicts, therefore,
is crucial to international peace and stability.
As some scholars have pointed out, minority
rights, sacrosanct as they are, are unfortu-
nately a terrible generating force for wars
(Meyer Bisch, 1993).

Directing special attention to the prob-
lems of children of minorities is also crucial.
Interventions should first aim to alleviate the
suffering that children experience as victims
of armed conflicts and severe discrimination.
As a longer-run objective, however, much
wider recognition must be given to the
urgency of reaching children, in their homes,
schools and communities, in ways that begin
to prevent the formation of the attitudes of
bigotry and intolerance of difference which,
in the adult society, lie behind the violence
and injustices we associate with ‘discrimina-
tion’. We must mobilize, around children, the
social solidarity and consensus that ultimately
must be developed if we are to address the
basic causes of discrimination.

A genuine culture of childhood could help
to foster the development of universal values
based on shared understanding, on a new s
gentium, which, whether set down in writing or
not, would transcend all national boundaries.



DEPRIVATION AND DISCRIMINATION 1 7

A Sudanese child
waiting to be
vaccinated at a
UNICEF -assisted
children’s clinic
established in a
‘Corridor of
Peace’ in the
conflict area.
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CHILDREN AND FAMILIES
OF MINORITY GROUPS

RODOLFO STAVENHAGEN

The International Context

Ethnic minorities are frequently disad-
vantaged in relation to members of the major-
ity or dominant group, sometimes severely so.
In countless instances, and in historical per-
spective, they enjoy less than equal opportu-
nities, suffer discrimination and margin-
alization, have lower levels of income and
standards of living than other groups, are
excluded from decision-making processes
and positions of power, and are handicapped
in other ways from freely enjoying unre-
stricted human rights. Moreover, minority
peoples are particularly vulnerable to violence
and often become the victims of genocides
and ethnocides. Over 50 civil conflicts involv-
ing distinct ethnic groups are raging or smoul-
dering on the planet today, claiming many
millions of lives. By the end of the century,
there may well be more than 20 million refu-
gees, most of whom will be members of eth-
nic minority groups. One recent survey con-
cludes that over 200 politically active
communal groups in 93 countries are cur-
rently “minorities at risk” (Gurr, 1993).

While recognizing this situation as a seri-
ous international problem, the United
Nations has taken only cautious steps towards
producing legal instruments and protective
measures for minorities. The International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,
adopted by the United Nations General
Assembly in 1966, specifically recognizes that
members of ethnic, religious or linguistic

minorities have a right to special protection
(Article 27). The 1989 United Nations Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child also explicitly
provides, within the context of Articles 2, 28, 29
and 30, for the protection needs of children
belonging to ethnic and indigenous groups.
However, it was only in 1992, after many vyears
of discussion, that the General Assembly
adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Per-
sons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious
and Linguistic Minorities. Unlike a convention,
a declaration is of course not a legally binding
treaty (Phillips and Rosas, 1993). The United
Nations Sub-Commission on Prevention of
Discrimination and Protection of Minorities is
also drafting a Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples, but it is not yet clear when
it will be adopted by the General Assembly
(Brolmann ez /., 1993).

Some of the United Nations specialized
agencies have produced instruments designed
to guarantee and protect the rights of minority
groups. The United Nations Educational, Sci-
entific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO),
for example, has adopted a number of resolu-
tions regarding cultural rights, including those
of ethnic and linguistic minorities. The Inter-
national Labour Organisation (ILO) in 1989
adopted Convention No. 169 concerning
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent
Countries, a partial revision of its 1957 Con-
vention No. 107. In general, however, the
United Nations system has not been prodigal
in legal instruments and protective measures
for minorities. This is understandable, insofar

DEPRIVATION AND DISCRIMINATION ].9



20 CHILDREN2MINORITIES

as the United Nations is an organization of
States, which are jealous of their sovereignty
and usually consider that the situation of ethnic
and other minorities within their borders is
purely an internal matter.

Most regional organizations of States have
not done much better than the United Nations
in the field of minority protection. The Organi-
zation of African Unity deliberately avoided
the issue for many years, and so have regional
organizations in Asia. The Organization of
American States supports a specialized insti-
tute for indigenous affairs, but the regional
American human rights instruments do not as
yet contain specific references to indigenous
peoples. Of all regional systems, only Europe
has dealt, albeit still far from perfectly, with the
question of minority protection on a supra-
national plane.

Types of Minorities

Most modern countries are multi-ethnic
or multinational, and the way in which they
deal with inter-ethnic relations impinges
upon the situation of minority groups. Such
relationships are ordered in a number of dif-
ferent ways, from local-level communal rela-
tions, to the workings of the labour market
and the economic system, to governmental
policies and legislative structures.

Furthermore, minority groups are hetero-
geneous: their minority status may be based on
legal, cultural, religious, linguistic, territorial,
biological or national criteria. In general, one
may speak of territorial minorities, ethnic and
cultural minorities, immigrants and refugees,
and indigenous and tribal peoples. In each
case, minorities face special problems, and gov-
ernment policies may vary accordingly.

a) Territorial minorities are those groups
whose identity is linked to the traditional occu-
pation of specific regions or territories. Many
distinct ethnic groups in Europe are terricorially
based, such as the Welsh in Britain, the
German-speaking Italians in Alto Adige and the
Hungarians in Romania. Conflicts between
States and territorial ethnic groups have become
widespread in recent years: the Kurds in Turkey
and Iraq, the Sikhs and Kashmiris in India, the

Tamils in northern Sri Lanka, to name a few.
The territorial imperative is one of the more
powerful factors of ethnic identity around the
world, but not the only one of course.

b) Ethnic and cultural minorities in
many countries do not identify with specific
territories but tend to maintain their identities
through language, religion, culture, national
origin or racial characteristics, even as they
live dispersed within the wider society. Ex-
amples include Gypsies and Jews in Western
Europe, Russians in some of the post-Soviet
States of Eastern Europe, Muslims in India,
and the various ethnic groups from all over the
world in the United States.

c) Immigrants and refugees must be dealt
with as distinct groups, because they are identi-
fied as temporary residents and are seen as
‘outsiders’ by established populations. Further-
more, their legal status often singles them out
for special treatment by governments, interna-
tional organizations and non-governmental
organizations. Tragically, ethnic refugees are
not a passing phenomenon, but rather an
increasingly complex problem in today’s world.
As for transnational immigrants, it was consid-
ered common wisdom some decades ago that
the end of the colonial expansion of Europe
overseas had also marked the end of the era of
great world migrations. Migration flows, of
course, have been reversed, and growing num-
bers of Third World migrants continue to arrive
at the core of the former colonial empires. This
process, which was encouraged during the
post-World War Two economic boom, is now
considered to be endangering to the stabilicy of
Western countries; and the progressive closing
of borders by the industrialized States has
become a major political and social problem
which the international community is not yet
dealing with adequately.

Immigrants used to be seen as involved in
a process of assimilation to the host country’s
dominant culture. The success stories of
upwardly mobile immigrants, or the relatively
painful and complex tribulations of culturally
distinct families in new social environments,
have been the stuff of literature and cinema for
many decades. Nowadays, however, assimila-
tion is no longer fashionable: multiculturalism



is 7z, Immigrant communities increasingly
tend to maintain, and indeed to reinforce and
reinvent, their particular cultural identities. At
the same time, the dominant culture, particu-
larly its most conservative elements, rejects
immigrant cultures and tends to maintain
them as encapsulated, non-integrated commu-
nities. This is an explosive mixture, and the
rise of xenophobia and racism in Europe and
clsewhere is one of its most dangerous out-
comes (European Parliament, 1985).

d) Indigenous and tribal peoples have
always been among the more vulnerable ethnic
minorities because of their general poverty and
marginalization, the result of a long history of
colonialism, oppression and exploitation. How-
ever, they did not disappear in the process of
modernization, as many scholars expected. On
the contrary, they have acquired an important
new political presence in the international sys-
tem, attested to not only by the draft Declara-
tion of Indigenous Rights and ILO Conven-
tion No. 169 but also by the designation of
1993 as the United Nations International Year
of Indigenous Peoples.

Indigenous peoples generally prefer not to
be identified as ‘ethnic minorities’ in the tradi-
tional sense, particularly because in some
countries they are in fact numerical majorities,
but also because they consider themselves to
be the original inhabitants of the territories
where they live and have usually been sub-
jected to various forms of colonialism. While
other minorities may be involved in processes
of assimilation and struggle for equal rights
with majorities, indigenous and tribal peoples
are jealous of their sovereignty and distinctive-
ness, and many of them are currently engaged
in negotiations with established States, involv-
ing different forms of self-determination, self-
government and autonomy.

Theoretical Approaches to Minorities

One of the reasons that the United
Nations will probably be unable to find
enough support among its Member States for
a binding international convention on minor-
ity rights is that there is no consensus, even
among scholars, about the meaning of the
term ‘minority’. Obviously, we are not talking
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simply about numbers, but about the social,
economic and political status of a given iden-
tifiable group within the confines of the State.
Thus, in a number of Latin American coun-
tries, the Indian population is in fact a numer-
ical majority but it is treated as if it were a
minority; that is, a so-called sociological
minority. Moreover, when we speak about
minorities, we usually refer to bounded
groups, which persist over time and which
reproduce themselves both biologically and
culturally as distinct groups. This is when we
may speak about ethnic minorities, as distinct
from other kinds of minorities (for example,
political groups or sexually identified groups).

However, there is also no agreement
about what constitutes an ‘ethnic minority’,
and multiple definitions are, again, used
indiscriminately by academics and the gen-
eral public. Scholars usually distinguish
between objective and subjective elements,
and adopt a number of competing approaches
to the study of ethnicity:

a) Primordialism. Some authors refer to
ethnicity as a kind of kinship and to the ethnic
group as an extended kin group. Kinship may
be a real bond, based on blood ties, but usu-
ally it is fictitious, deriving more from shared
beliefs about supposed common ancestry.
Founding myths and stories are passed on
from generation to generation and strengthen
the bonds and identities of those who hold
them dear. The important element is that
even if kinship is fictitious, the members of an
ethnic group assume it as if it were real
(Isaacs, 1975).

This primordialist position is taken to
extremes under the recent influence of socio-
biology. Some authors contend that ethnicity
is grounded in genetics. Persons who share a
certain number of genes (it is not said how
many nor which) will bond together as an eth-
nic group and seek to reproduce these genes
as efficiently as possible. This is achieved
through the endogamy of the ethnic group,
leading to a process of genetic selection which
ensures greater opportunity for the survival of
the group (Van den Berghe, 1981).

b) Culturalism. Beyond genetic impera-
tives and primal bonding instincts in humans,
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ethnic groups are sometimes defined by their
persistence over time and their capacity for
biological and cultural reproduction. Why and
how do people bond in this fashion, not only
at any one time with other members of the
group, but also, more importantly, with past
and future generations?

One explanation is provided by the idea of
culture. Ethnic identity and continuity is main-
tained as a result of the transmission within the
group (through the processes of socialization,
education and internalization of values) of the
basic norms and customs that form the central
core of the ethnic culture (De Vos and
Romanucci-Ross, 1982; Royce, 1982; Smith,
1981).

Cultural patterns gradually vary over the
years, but this does not affect the ‘core’ cul-
ture, which continues to be reproduced and
transmitted from generation to generation
through shared norms and values. This dual
process explains both the diversity and the
persistence of ethnic groups in time and
space. It is through the mechanisms of cul-
tural reproduction that the basic norms that
structure the life of the group are defined.
People ‘belong’ to a culture, are bounded by it
and distinguish themselves from others who
belong to other cultures. Inherent in the
notion of culture is the concept of ethnocen-
trism, or the insiders’ belief that they are
innately superior to outsiders. The ‘we’ and
‘they’ approach to inter-ethnic relations is
fraught with potential conflict. If the outsider
is seen as inherently dangerous, if the ‘other’
is feared, despised, excluded or dehuman-
ized; or conversely, if the ‘we’ group is
thought to be threatened, its survival endan-
gered and its existence as a group under-
mined by the ‘other’, then conditions for con-
flict are given. Whether conflict will actually
emerge depends on the presence of so-called
triggering mechanisms. The tenuous relation-
ship between latent and open conflict has not
been theoretically elucidated.

c) Ethnic boundaries. Anthropologists
have learned that ethnic groups are not
defined by the content of their culture alone;
indeed, some would argue that cultural con-

tent is actually irrelevant. What appears to be
more  significant is  boundary-formation
through social organization, that complex web
of relationships whereby groups are formed,
bounded and defined, and by means of which
individuals become included or excluded.
Thus membership in an ethnic group may be
strengthened by self-attribution and the exclu-
sion of others, or else by attribution and being
excluded by others. Religious minorities, for
example, are often linked through strong inter-
nal bonds and the rejection of those who do
not belong. In contrast, racial minorities are
frequently identified and excluded by others
through processes of discrimination and rac-
ism, even when they wish to belong.

Ethnic group boundaries may be rigid and
fixed, or they may be permeable and flexible.
In either case, the presence or absence of con-
flict is not easily deduced — strong and weak
boundaries alike may either deter conflicts or

induce them, depending on the circumstances
(Barth, 1969).

d) Ethnic ecology. Ethnic groups are often
linked to specific territories and habitats. More-
over, in complex modern societies they may
occupy particular economic or occupational
positions (such as middlemen, craftsmen or
agricultural labourers). When competition
arises among ethnic groups over such ‘ecologi-
cal niches’, various forms of conflict may ensue.
It has been argued that ecological competition
over scarce resources is usually the root cause of
ethnic conflicts. This model, unlike other
explanatory approaches, may be tested empiri-
cally with quantitative measurements and may
have predictive value (Banton, 1983).

e) Structuralism. From another viewpoint,
ethnic groups are groups placed in asymmetri-
cal relationships to other groups within the
framework of historically given social and eco-
nomic formations. They occupy different posi-
tions in the wider system as well as in scales of
wealth and power. Accordingly, the cultural
characteristics of ethnic groups are seen to be a
response to the challenges raised by certain
kinds of social and economic relations among
different populations.



This structuralist approach has been
found to be particularty useful in the study of
inter-ethnic relations in two distinct types of
situations. First of all, within the framework
of colonialism, there is the situation in which
colonizer and colonized face each other as
dominant and subordinate groups. The ethnic
(cultural and biological) characteristics of the
opposing groups become emblematic in the
functioning and maintenance of the system of
colonial exploitation and domination. Racism,
other forms of discrimination and the cultural
categorization of the population contribute to
perpetuating and accentuating ethnic differ-
ences that turn into markers of inequality and
stratification. When such a situation prevails
in the post-colonial period, it can be referred
to as internal colonialism (Stavenhagen, 1990,
Hechter, 1975).

Secondly, the structuralist approach can
also further understanding of the dynamics of
immigrant societies where ethnically distinct
groups become integrated differentially into
new social and economic structures. These
groups are, in turn, categorized racially and cul-
turally in answer to the needs of a segmented
and fragmented labour market. There is thus a
cultural division of labour; that is, the pattern
whereby cultural differences among ethnic
groups determine the nature of their members’
insertion in the labour markes (and therefore
their access to resources and economic and
social goods). But this differential insertion
(which is the result of historical processes) in
turn reinforces the cultural characteristics of
the group. This approach underlines the fact
that ethnic identities as well as inter-ethnic
relations depend to a great extent on the struc-
tural context in which they occur (Miles, 1982).

f) Instrumentalism. That the ethnic iden-
tities of groups may be the result of certain his-
torically given economic and social structures
is a persuasive argument in Some CONCEXTS.
However, it does not explain the variability of
the ethnic phenomenon, why some groups
assume their ethnicity more intensely than
others, or why some ethnically based move-
ments last longer and are more successful than
others. Some scholars look for answers to these
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questions in the motivations and behaviour of
individuals. Rational choice theory, derived
from economics, states that individuals will act
rationally to obtain their valued ends and max-
imize their benefits. If emphasizing their eth-
nicity will further these objectives, then ra-
tional individuals will be impelled to do so.
This theory would explain why some individu-
als opt for ethnicity to achieve their individual
ends, whereas others reject or ignore it. "To the
extent that individual action is motivated by
maximization of utilities or individual benefits,
it may or may not coincide with the aims or
objectives of the group. Ethnic groups are said
to have collective interests (the sum of the
individual interests of their members), and
they compete for them among themselves in a
rational and calculated manner (resources,
power, prestige, wealth). Consequently, eth-
nicity as a variable is seen as the result of the
rational interests of the members of the group;
itis ‘something’ that can be taken or discarded
by choice.

Some group leaders use ethnic symbols
and identities to further specific rational polit-
ical and economic ends. Ethnicity then
becomes a means to an end rather than a value
on its own terms. This instrumentalist inter-
pretation of ethnicity can help us to under-
stand certain aspects of ethnic relations and
conflicts, but it can hardly tell us why ethnic
identities are effectively mobilized in some
instances but not in others (Hechter, 1985).

g) Post-modernism. Finally, a currently
fashionable way of dealing with ethnicity is to
deny any ‘reality’ to ethnic groups as such.
What seems to be more important is the ‘dis-
course’ on ethnicity; that is, the way people
‘invent’ or ‘construct’ their echnicity or that of
others. This may be the result of political
imperatives or ideological preferences, but
once a ‘discourse’ or a ‘narrative’ is generated
and becomes legitimized to some extent, it
exerts considerable influence on the dynamics
of ethnic relations and on human behaviour. In
the whirlpools of ethnic conflict, ethnicities
certainly become constructed, reconstructed
and deconstructed, but this can hardly be done
out of thin air, if there are no pre-existing cul-
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tural identities to construct. Thus, ethnic con-
flicts can be analysed as a form of discourse,
and the analysis of the discourse of conflict can

tell us much about the conflict itself (Gilroy,
1987; Lemarchand, 1993).

Ethnic Identities

A recurrent question relating to ethnicity is
the formation and persistence of something
called an ‘ethnic identity’. The mere existence
among members of an identifiable ethnic
group of shared attributes such as language,
religion, biological features or national origin is
apparently not always enough to fire the com-
mon ethnic imagination, let alone trigger eth-
nic conflict and violence. But how and why
does ethnic identity, as a subjectively per-
ceived factor, become such a mobilizing force?

One explanation can be found in identifi-
cation theory (Bloom, 1990). Children from an
carly age identify with their parents, internaliz-
ing certain values and attitudes. As they grow,

they develop an image of the ‘self’ that they
share with other individuals in the family, the
locality and the community. This shared iden-
tity reinforces their individual sense of identity
and provides them with a sense of well-being.
It also enables them, as adults, to navigate their
social environment. In contrast, a lack of a
secure sense of identity will lead to an ‘identity
crisis’, and sometimes to personality break-
down. Individuals, then, will tend to find sup-
port and strength for their individual sense of
identity in ideologies and cultures. Conse-
quently, a threat to ideology or culture is a
threat to identity; and, equally, an enhance-
ment of ideology or culture enhances identity.

Inasmuch as most, if not all, identities are
social (that is, shared with other individuals),
group identifications become crucial in main-
taining cohesive social systems, and this creates
the potential for the group to act together to
enhance and protect that shared identity. As
individuals become socially and politically
active, identifications transcend the immediate

A young street boy ekes out a living in Ecuador.




family or locality, and are made with more dif-
fuse symbolic entities, such as the ethnic group,
the religious community, the social class or the
nation. Identification theory may help us
understand why Hutu and Tutsi in Burundi
and Rwanda, Blacks and Indians in Guyana,
Sinhala and Tamils in Sri Lanka, Blacks and
Whites in Bristol, and Serbs, Croats and
Muslims in Bosnia behave the way they do in
specific contexts. This last condition is impor-
tant because group identifications only occur
within the same environmental circumstances.

This brief survey of some of the principal
theoretical approaches currently used to ana-
lyse the ethnic question does not do justice to
their complexity. Although they may appear
exclusive, these different orientations are
generally complementary. There is no general
theory that can account for all aspects of the
‘ethnic question’. This is in part because eth-
nic problems are extremely complex and in
part because the same terminology often
refers to different types of phenomena (Rex
and Mason, 1986; Casifio, 1985).

Children and Minorities:
Challenges for Research

Research has shown that when ethnic
minorities are vulnerable as a group, then the
families, the women, the youth and the chil-
dren of such minorities will be particularly
disadvantaged. Some general factors may be
suggested to explain why this should be so.

In male-centred societies (the world’s
majority), women and children are traditionally
subordinated to adult men. In periods of social
upheaval, when longstanding social structures
disintegrate under the pressures of moderniza-
tion, urbanization, industrialization and the
market economy, economic and social rewards
in the labour market accrue mainly to the male,
often separated from his family. Women, and
particularly children, will be left to fend for
themselves to a great extent. Impelled by eco-
nomic need, women who enter the labour mar-
ket in disadvantageous positions will be hard-
pressed to provide sufficient attention to their
children. Children may likewise be forced to
work, often in the vast and unregulated
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informal economy. The drama of the world’s
‘street children’ has become an issue of world-
wide concern (Agnelli, 1986; Boyden, 1991;
Szanton Blanc, 1994).

This pattern, which repeats itself regu-
larly in Third World countries as well as in the
inner cities of the industrialized world, is par-
ticularly skewed against minorities. They
either become marginalized territorially (as in
the case of indigenous peoples) or they
become ‘ghettoized’ in cities. As long as they
avoid formulating their needs and demands in
political terms, these minorities pose lictle
threat to the powers that be. However, when
they become ‘visible’ and ‘vocal’, then they
become a ‘problem’. When this occurs, minor-
ities are usually blamed for their own predica-
ments — the victims become the villains. The
solution, it is said, lies with the minorities
themselves, in their attitudes and traditions,
their family structures, their ability and ‘will-
ingness’ to adapt, rather than with govern-
ment or the dominant society or the function-
ing of the ‘system’. Some examples will
illustrate these tendencies.

In Germany and elsewhere in Western
Europe, the children of the ‘guest workers’
(gastarbeiter) of the 1950s and 1960s now con-
stitute new ethnic minorities with special
problems. One study reports that migration
and the conditions of inner-city, working class
life often lead to considerable stress for for-
eign families. The effects on children’s men-
tal development, social relationships and
school success are often negative. This report
argues that the special educational problems
of foreign children and the inadequacy of offi-
cial measures to cope with them lead to severe
educational handicaps (Castles, 1984). These
points are substantiated in later chapters relat-
ing to immigrant children in Italy.

In the United Kingdom, analyses of
recent urban riots have shown that institu-
tional racism can strengthen the identity of a
Black youth culture, which the dominant
Whites perceive as dangerous and destabiliz-
ing. This leads, in turn, to the ‘crimi-
nalization’ of all ethnic groups identified as
‘Blacks’. It is in this environment that all
issues involving families, youth and children
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of minorities must be resolved (Gilroy, 1987,
Cohen and Bains, 1988). Discrimination is
particularly evident in the school system. The
educational ‘failure’ of Black children is con-
stantly being assessed; underachievement is
assumed and then tested to be proven. More-
over, although most of today’s Black school-
children were born in the United Kingdom,
educational policy and practice actually con-

sider them as an alien group that present
‘problems’ that are external to ‘normal’
schooling (Carby, 1982).

The Gypsy population in Europe has
been marginalized and persecuted for centu-
ries and was singled out together with the
Jews for genocide by the Nazi regime in Ger-
many. A recent UNICEF study concludes:
“The underprivileged social situation of

Discrimination has led to “isolation, loneliness, sadness, anger, hopelessness and pain” amongst whole indigeneous socities.



DEPRIVATION AND DISCRIMINATION 27

World attention was drawn to the genocide of
the Aché Indians in Paraguay in the 1970s
{(Minzel, 1973). Today, despite international con-
cern, the attack on indigenous peoples continues
in the form of ethnocide. Their lifestyles and cul-
tures are being destroyed through coercive poli-
cies of change and assimilation.

One evangelical group from the United States
has reportedly forced Indian children to attend
missionary schools, where they are taught “pas-
sivity and submission, conformism and resigna-
tion — those fundamental Christian values used
to support the expansion of internal colonialism
and the acceptance of exploitation. [This kind of
education] manages, many times, to cover up

laziness of indigenous people and to conceal
worldly injustice with promises of aremote celes-
tial justice” (Escobar, 1989).

In Canada, the residential school system for
many decades separated Native children from
their parents and extended families, eliminating
“familiar social rituals that helped establish a
sense of security and safety. The schools ...
changed ideology and beliefs. By cutting children
off from their communities, the schools effec-
tively cut off access to traditional teachings about
living on the land and having respect for all crea-
tures.” There was also verbal abuse and sexual
violence against indigenous children: “The vio-
lence affected not only individual children, but
also whole families and future generations. ... If
you subject one generation of children to physical
and verbal abuse and they become adults and
have children, and then you subject that genera-

Assimilation and Multiculturism:
The Case of Indigenous Children

misery with the ancient myth of the congenial-

tion and a third generation to a residential school
system, you have a whole society affected by iso-
lation, loneliness, sadness, anger, hopelessness
and pain” {(Hodgson, 1992).

In eastern Ecuador, residential schools were
also the standard way of educating the children of
the lowland Shuar Indians. “To obtain any educa-
tion, Shuar children had to attend boarding
schools established by Salesian missionaries in
one of about 13 urban mission stations, usually at
least three to five days’ walk from home. While
they learned to read and write for years in these
enclosed quarters, they lost the chance to pick up
the sort of Shuar history and culture that is trans-
mitted orally and irregularly by elders as the fam-
ilies cluster around the hearth in the early morning
and late evening. Nor could the children practice
gardening, hunting, fishing or any of the other
essential aspects of life in the tropical forest. ...
So to become ‘educated’, children could easily
miss the opportunity of becoming Shuar ...”
{Macdonald, 1986).

Today, Shuar Indian children are participating in
an interesting example of bilingual and bicultural
education. In the absence of schools, a bilingual-
bicultural radio school has been established.
“Ilnaugurated in 1972, the radio school now
broadcasts to nearly 4,000 elementary school
students and about 1,000 secondary students.
The daily programs are developed by a planning
unit of about 10 Shuar with advanced degrees in
education. The lessons they prepare are transmit-
ted by two to four teachers, telemaestros, and by
teleauxiliares in the schools” (Ibid.).

Gypsy children begins at birth, with the dis-
advantaged conditions they are born into.
Material deprivation, particularly in the areas
of health and accommodation, which was orig-
inally the result of social deprivation, has over
time become the main perpetuating force of
their hardship. ... This ‘marginality cycle’
reproduces many of the aspects of disadvan-
taged child life associated with ‘street chil-
dren’...” (Costarelli, 1993).

In some parts of India, the Adivasi popu-
lation (‘scheduled tribes’) tends to show
higher rates of illiteracy and lower educational
attainment than the rest of the regional popu-
lation (Khot, 1991). The situation of the more
than 105 million Harijans (Untouchables) is
also dramatic. Despite affirmative action poli-
cies over the last decades and notable educa-

tional progress, Harijan literacy rates are half
those of the rest of the Indian population.
Moreover, only 75 per cent of 6- to 11-year-
olds and 25 per cent of the 11- to 14-year-olds
are in school, compared with 88 per cent and
42 per cent, respectively, of non-Harijan chil-
dren (Joshi, 1986).

Throughout the world, indigenous popu-
lations suffer severe forms of oppression and
exploitation (ICIHI, 1987). Indigenous chil-
dren and youth in particular must cope with
the stress of cultural change, the breakdown
of traditional society and the challenge of
adaptation to modern ways. A recent report on
Mexico’s Indian population underlines the
‘pathology of poverty’ associated with indige-
nous children (Hernidndez, 1993). In Austra-
lia, young Aboriginals have been arrested,
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tried without due process of law, and some
have died while in detention, according to a
dramatic appeal made at the 1988 session of
the United Nations Working Group on Indig-
enous Populations (Boyle, 1988). In the Cana-
dian Arctic, a wave of suicides among indige-
nous youths was attributed to unemployment.

As a result of international boycotts in the
 1980s, the local trade in mink skins was
destroyed and the economy nearly paralysed.
Indigenous youths feel that there is no work
and nowhere else to go (IWGIA, 1988).

A tragic consequence of ethnic conflicts in
the world has been the victimization of chil-
dren. Whether it is in the Palestinian Intifada
or in numerous guerrilla movements and wars
of liberation around the world, or in the urban
gang wars of the industrialized world, children
and adolescents are at the forefront of the
action. They are killed, wounded, orphaned,
displaced or made refugees during conflicts,
but they are also active participants of military
organizations, trained killers and support ele-
ments of governmental or opposition troops.
Especially worrying are the psychological
wounds that survivors will carry into their

later lives (Willigen, 1993). The accumulated
pain, resentment and hatred that will be
borne by the children caught up in the whirl-
pools of ethnic strife should be a warning to us
all. Solutions to ethnic conflicts, as well as
their management and possible prevention,
will necessarily have to deal with such prob-
lems, yet they are not usually discussed when
peace-making and peace-building are
debated.

At a time when the international commu-
nity has become more sensitive to the issues
of minorities and indigenous peoples, as
expressed in the development of new human
rights instruments in the United Nations and
regional inter-governmental organizations,
and when, at the same time, violent ethnic
conflicts break out with disastrous conse-
quences in various parts of the world, it is
imperative that more attention be paid to the
particularly vulnerable position of children,
youth and families of these groups. More
research in this field is needed to guide poli-
cies that will contribute to lessening human
suffering and to improving the life chances of
future generations.
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SO WHAT IS NEW?

PANEL 1

In this reprint of an article that appeared in the UNICEF International Child Development Centre
Innocenti Update in May 1994, Robert Smith, Executive Director of the United Kingdom National Com-
mittee for UNICEF, points out that, just as concerted and determined action led to the elimination of polio
and measles, the broad mobilization of all sectors of society can reduce discrimination and intolerance,

providing there is the will to do so.

Discrimination and intolerance are problems
that today are regrettably forcing themselves on
the attention and impinging on the efforts of almost
all who work in the social sector and, above all,
those who work for the international humanitarian
organizations and the agencies of the United
Nations. The latter in particular are finding them-
selves drawn into dangerous and largely uncharted
territory, into situations of serious, seemingly
intractable argument and conflict, where the free-
dom to operate ‘on all sides, without let or hin-
drance’ is no longer guaranteed. ‘Clan warfare’ and
‘ethnic cleansing’ are some of the ugly terms used
to describe what has been happening in Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Irag, Somalia, Burundi, Rwanda, Sri
Lanka, former Yugoslavia, and elsewhere.

Such conflicts are not new, but they are on an
unprecedented scale in number and ferocity. Nor
are they confined to developing nations or poorer
countries alone — though they certainly flourish in
deprived, disadvantaged communities and feed on
the hatred, envy and suspicion created by lack of
services and resources, by poverty and inequality.
[ronically, it is the more privileged majority in most
cases who feel threatened by, and therefore
oppress, the disenfranchised minority. In other
cases, a privileged minority exercises power and
wealth to oppress a politically weak majority.

Widespread racism perpetuates discrimination
and results in unequal access to services for chil-
dren from minority ethnic communities. As is
increasingly shown by research, children in minor-
ity ethnic families are most likely to experience
poor health and inadequate housing, live in low-
income households, be affected by unemployment
and have parents who are unemployed. They are
disproportionately likely to miss out on schooling
and 1o have problems with the law.

The pessimist would say that ethnic discrimi-
nation and cultural domination have been around
since man (or woman) first stood upright. Next
door to the Innccenti Centre in Florence is @ mar-

velous, but tantalizingly incomplete, archeological
museum — a memorial to the Etruscans, whose
culture was almost totally obliterated and who
were subjugated, absorbed and in effect eliminated
by the Romans. King Herod in the story of the Mas-
sacre of the Innocents had a similar aim.

So what is new? And why should UNICEF and
its partners in the humanitarian field become
involved in these often political, highly difficult and
sensitive areas? Well, peace and international secu-
rity are deeply bound up with and dependent on the
resolution of these issues. And equally new is the
context of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child and the World Summit for Chil-
dren Declaration and its major goals, which between
them now provide a combination of moral, legally
binding and specific practical injunctions for all those
involved in the field of child welfare.

Moreover, the urgency of the need to combat
this grotesque flowering of xenophobia and intoler-
ance is accompanied by a much higher level of
world awareness and concern than has ever before
been possible, simply because of advances in com-
munications technology. And | believe there is a new
passion and interest on the part of young people.
These provide an opportunity to bring together
some of the most basic and essential elements
within the Convention — the respect for differ-
ences and the right to equality — with the subjects
of the Convention, children and young people, as
the agents themselves for transforming principle
into practice. There is a requirement to act; there is
a legitimacy in action, with the Convention now rat-
ified or signed by 90 per cent of the Governments
of the world; and there exists the means through
which to bring about change.

What young people themselves have said and
expressed in situations of stress and conflict is
more striking and moving than any amount of adult
commentary. There is hope in the words and
images, the eyes and the minds of children. The

-
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plea made a few years ago by the children of Leb-
anon has recently been echoed even more power-
fully through the publication by UNICEF of / Dream
of Peace, the drawings and writings of children in
former Yugoslavia, in a dozen language editions
across the world. What has eventually resulted,
especially through the Education for Peace pro-
gramme in Lebanon, may, we must hope, become
a possibility in former Yugoslavia, too. What has
been achieved in El Salvador or in Sri Lanka,
through children, could be repeated and must
somehow be attempted now in Rwanda.

But the challenge applies as strongly to the
industrialized world and therefore to UNICEF's
National Committees in those countrigs as to any-
one. Apart from the importance of the task itself,
there are significant benefits in such action, in the

enhancement of IUNICEF’s credibility in countries
where it has no ‘regular’ programme of work, and
in the development of respect out of cooperation
with other domestic organizations in the voluntary
and the official sectors. It calls for UNICEF to adopt
a higher profile in the industrialized countries, for
greater outspokenness and fulfilment of the role of
advocate for children everywhere. Our objective
should be no less than the mobilization of the
whole of our society, politicians, press, artists and
educators, people — but above all, children — to
eradicate the scourge of intolerance from the face of
the earth, with no less commitment than that
devoted to campaigns to eliminate polio or measles.
The means are to hand. As with other goals
adopted by Governments for the year 2000, all it
needs is the will. |
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Stereotypes and Rejection

Different images of Gypsies and Travel-
lers have been formed over the centuries and
have gradually combined and crystallized as
stereotypes. These preconceived, simplified
conceptions stand in the way of a genuine
understanding of Gypsies and their cultures.
They are, moreover, at the root of the widely
differing attitudes and behaviours that society
has towards these ethnic minorities.

The least negative stereotype of Gypsies
is derived from folklore, the romantic image
of the carefree wanderer. Other images evoke
compassion. When assimilation policies pre-
vail, Gypsies tend to be viewed as ‘socially
handicapped’, an ‘underprivileged class’ or
‘disadvantaged’. They are also seen as an
anachronism, their economic, social and cul-
tural patterns assumed to be merely vestiges
of earlier coping strategies that no longer have
cause to exist. Government officials, in partic-
ular, seem to find it difficult to believe that
Gypsies do not share the motivations, con-
cerns and priorities of the majority culture.

At the farthest extreme are attitudes that
are subtly or even openly hostile. In most
countries, representations of Gypsies in the
media are doubly negative. Not only do
reports emphasize the day-to-day hardships
Gypsy families face, but often they use terms
that are so disparaging that the reader is left
with an impression that Gypsies are undesir-
able, responsible for their own difficulties,
and, above all, the cause of an infinite number

of society’s problems. From these images to
the categorical rejection of Gypsies is only a
short step.

The recent upsurge in such negative
media images is particularly dangerous. A
‘bad press’ heightens discrimination and prej-
udice, and so increases the risk of conflict and
even violence. This becomes a vicious circle
as violence breeds violence, and the implicit
consent on the part of society both inspires
and legitimizes this violence. Moreover, an
overexposure to negative images of Gypsies
makes the public indifferent to their situation.
Nothing about Gypsies can shock or astonish
any longer. A lack of reaction can gradually
lead to a lack of resistance and even to a
breakdown of democracy.

Examples of the failure of democratic safe-
guards in the treatment of Gypsies abound.
When, for example, local authorities evacuate
Gypsy campsites or displace entire groups of
Gypsies, they are penalizing the collective unit
rather than a given individual suspected of ille-
gal behaviour. Adopting and sanctioning a gen-
eral policy towards a group or community is
unconstitutional in most nations. This is the
case even when — as often happens when
Gypsies are involved — the emphasis is placed
on legal provisions relating to public order,
public health or public security, because these
provisions should only be applicable to individ-
uals. Such acts are also contrary to the legally
binding standards contained in major interna-
tional conventions.
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The population of the Gypsy community
in Europe is estimated to be between 7 mil-
lion and 8.5 million, figures that are destined
to increase because of the young age of Gypsy
communities. Most demographic studies
show that half of the members of Gypsy com-
munities are below 16 years of age.

» Approximate Numbers of Gypsies and Travel-
lers in Europe

Country Estimated Population

Minimum Maximum
Albania 90,000 100,000
Austria 20,000 25,000
Belarus 10,000 15,000
Belgium 10,000 15,000
Bosnia-Herzegovina 40,000 50,000
Bulgaria 700,000 800,000
Croatia 30,000 40,000
Cyprus 1,500 2,000
Czech Republic 250,000 300,000
Denmark 1,500 2,000
Estonia 1,000 1,500
Finland 7,000 9,000
France 280,000 340,000
Germany 110,000 130,000
Greece 160,000 200,000
Hungary 550,000 600,000
Ireland 22,000 28,000
Italy 90,000 110,000
Latvia 2,000 3,600
Lithuania 3,000 4,000
Luxembourg 100 150
Macedonia 220,000 260,000
Moldavia 20,000 25,000
Netherlands 35,000 40,000
Norway 500 1,000
Poland 40,000 50,000
Portugal 40,000 50,000
Romania 1,800,000 2,500,000
Russia 220,000 400,000
Serbia-Montenegro 400,000 450,000
Slovak Republic 480,000 520,000
Slovenia 8,000 10,000
Spain 650,000 800,000
Sweden 15,000 20,000
Switzerland 30,000 35,000
Turkey 300,000 500,000
Ukraine 50,000 60,000
United Kingdom 90,000 120,000
Europe (approximate) 7,000,000 8,500,000

Source: Gypsy Research Centre, Université René Descartes, Paris.

Minimum legal safeguards are essential to
enable Gypsies to move freely within States, to
stop at halting sites, to exercise their trades, to
educate their children and to develop their cul-
ture. No substantial legislative changes would
appear to be needed to guarantee these safe-
guards. The law in most European countries is,
in fact, generally more on the side of Gypsies
than on that of the authorities who exercise real
or symbolic violence against them. Changes are
instead urgently required in the arbitrary way
these laws are interpreted and implemented,
and in the profusion of petty and sometimes
contradictory regulations that are applied in
cases involving Gypsies.

Gypsy-related Policies

Relations between Gypsies and non-
Gypsies have always been difficult. Gypsies
were viewed as intruders as soon as they set
foot in Europe more than five centuries ago.
As homeless nomads, they provoked distrust
and fear among the settled populations. Local
rejection quickly spread and eventually was
reflected in national policies. These policies
can be divided into three categories:

o Exclusion policies: Gypsies are removed
from sight through expulsion from a given
territory. Exclusion policies can also involve
physical removal. Gypsies have, for instance,
been shipped off to populate colonies. Like
the Jews, they were victims of the Holocaust,
deported to Nazi concentration camps and
exterminated in gas chambers.

o Reclusion policies: Gypsies are confined in
given territories, and their communities
and families broken up.

o Inclusion policies: Gypsies are assimilated
into the dominant culture, in which case their
disappearance is cultural. They are seen as
marginalized people who pose social prob-
lems; they are controlled, not forbidden;
assimilated, not rejected. This type of policy
has been particularly popular since the 1950s.
"To some, assimilation policies are a form of
ethnocide (Liégeois, 1983 and 1994).

Generally, these three categories may be
viewed as a chronological sequence, but they
may also coexist: the will to assimilate may
coexist with the desire to exclude. Because



none of these policies has yielded the expected
results and the situation is clearly deteriorating,
authorities are no longer certain of the best pol-
icy to follow. This may be viewed positively
because their indecision and self-questioning
may pave the way for innovative policies and
more equitable practices in the fucure.

Developing Action

The situation of Gypsies, therefore, has
deep historical and ideological roots, and pre-
vailing attitudes are difficult to eradicate as
they are such an integral part of the history of
policies and ideas. It is in this context that
measures introduced, particularly by interna-
tional organizations, need to be evaluated.

International organizations stand above
the age-long conflicts between state or local
authorities and Gypsies. They have both the
ability and the responsibility to promote inno-
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vative policies, and it is also appropriate that
they do so because they share the de facto
transnationality of the Gypsy communities.

The European Union

The European Parliament has in the past
decade adopted a number of resolutions
directly relating to Gypsies. A resolution on
‘Children of Parents of No Fixed Abode’
(1984) emphasizes the need for appropriate
educational policies for nomad children. A
resolution concerning the ‘Situation of Gyp-
sies in the Community’ (1984) recommends
greater intercountry coordination on Gypsy
affairs and Community-subsidized pro-
grammes that benefit Gypsies while respect-
ing their cultural values.

Following these resolutions, the Commis-
sion conducted a study on the schooling of
Gypsy children in Europe. Its findings are

. .

In Italy in 1990, only 35 per cent of the school-aged Gypsy population attended school more or less regularly.
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summarized in the report Schoo/ Provision for

Gypsy and Traveller Children, which was widely

circulated (Liégeois, 1987). One result of this

project was the resolution concerning the

‘Schooling of Gypsy Children’ (1989), a his-

toric step forward for the Gypsy community.

The resolution acknowledges that Gypsies

have contributed to the cultural and linguistic

patrimony of Europe for more than five cen-
turies, and it emphasizes the need to defend
this heritage.

Since the 1989 resolution was adopted,
Member States have increasingly promoted
educational measures targeting Gypsy children.
The European Parliament has provided finan-
cial support for these measures through the
introduction, in 1991, of a budget line on ‘Inter-
cultural Education’. A portion of these funds is
specifically earmarked for Gypsy children.

In accordance with the 1989 resolution’s
recommendation that a “global structural
approach” be adopted, Member States have
developed three main types of measures to
date:

o innovative projects. European networks of
pilot projects have been established to
meet the needs of the different partners.
Specific networks have been formed on the
subjects of secondary education, the transi-
tion from school to working life, distance
learning, teaching materials, and the train-
ing of Gypsy ombudsmen. Working groups
have been set up on Gypsy history and lan-
guages. These groups are mainly involved
in the design, preparation and dissemina-
tion of teaching materials for use in schools
or for teacher training. However, they also
take an active part in networking and data-
base development and serve as expert
groups for the various partners.

o information and documentation. The report
School Provision for Gypsy and Traveller Ghil-
dren has been published in five languages.
Interface, a quarterly newsletter started in
1991, 1s regularly published in four lan-
guages. It documents and analyses innova-
tive initiatives undertaken within the Euro-
pean Union, and provides information on
key documents prepared by international
bodies. A European documentary database

has been developed that will facilitate the
provision of various types of information.

o conferences. Conferences have involved rep-
resentatives of Ministries of Education,
Gypsy experts, teachers, trainers and heads
of projects. The exchange of teaching
material has been promoted.

The Council of Europe

The Council of Europe has long shown
interest in the situation of Gypsy children. Its
Recommendation 563 (1969) drew attention
to the plight of Gypsies in Europe. Its Resolu-
tion 13 (1975), on the social situation of
nomadic populations in Europe, addressed
both general policy matters and specific issues
related to Gypsies, such as encampments and
housing, education, vocational guidance and
training, health and social measures, and
social security. The resolution requests Mem-
ber States to report to the Council of Europe
“in due course” on the measures taken in con-
nection with the resolution. It would be
appropriate at this stage, two decades after the
adoption of the resolution, to examine the
Member States’ reports.

Resolution 125 (1981) seeks to define the
role and responsibilities of local and regional
authorities in relation to Gypsy communities.
In response to this resolution, seminars were
held in 1983 and 1987 in Donaueschingen,
Federal Republic of Germany, nominally to
examine teacher training and the schooling of
Gypsy children, but which went far beyond
these topics to forge new ways of thinking
about the issue of Gypsies in general. Another
outcome of the resolution was the book Gyp-
stes and Travellers, commissioned by the Coun-
cil and published in several languages
(Liégeois, 1985). This book is primarily
aimed at teachers, trainers, school inspectors
and administrative staff, but it is also of inter-
est to local and regional authorities. A second
edition, containing updated sociocultural and
sociopolitical data, was published in 1994,

In collaboration with the French Ministry
of Education, the Council published a report
on a meeting organized by the French Gypsy
Research Centre in 1988, Gypsy Children at



School: The Training of Teachers and Other Staff.
It also organized a seminar in Benidorm,
Spain, in 1989 entitled ‘“Towards Intercultural
Education: The Training of Teachers with
Gypsy Students’, and a seminar in Aix-en-
Provence, France, in 1990 on ‘Distance
Learning and Pedagogical Follow-Up’. A
Council of Europe meeting was held in 1991
in Strasbourg, France, which brought together
more than 100 delegates from 12 European
States, East and West. One of its conclusions
was that Gypsies and other groups like them,
“who, while claiming a common origin (reli-
gious, ethnic, cultural or linguistic), differ
through the centuries-old links which they
have established with various European
States, constitute a dynamic positive factor for
Europe because they combine the two funda-
mental principles which form the basis of any
European goal, namely the maintenance of
State-based identities and diversity, and the
endeavour to achieve closer unity”.

Finally, the Council’s Human Rights
Division is becoming increasingly interested
in the situation currently faced by Gypsies
throughout Europe, both East and West. Vio-
lence and discrimination know no borders.

The Conference on Security
and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE)

Conferences of the Human Dimension,
organized by CSCE, were held in Paris in
1989, in Copenhagen in 1990, in Moscow in
late 1991 and in Helsinki in May-June 1992.
The Copenhagen Declaration of the Confer-
ence of the Human Dimension (1990),
although not legally binding, morally commits
the 34 participating States to take positive
steps to protect the human rights and funda-
mental freedoms of minorities, The Roma
(Gypsies) are the only ethnic group explicitly
mentioned in Article 40 concerning minori-
ties, which is an official acknowledgement of
the gravity of their problems.

At the CSCE Meeting of Experts on
National Minorities held in Geneva in 1991,
information was distributed describing the
upsurge in racism and violence towards Gyp-
sies in several countries. It was proposed that
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international funding be made available for a
pilot research and development project on the
Gypsies in Europe and that the scope of exist-
ing task forces be expanded to include Gypsy
communities in non-member countries. CSCE
organized a seminar on minorities in Warsaw,
Poland, in May 1993 which again focused
specifically on Gypsies.

The United Nations

Numerous United Nations conventions
and declarations concern the protection of
ethnic minorities in general. The first specific
mention of Gypsies in a United Nations docu-
ment occurs in 1977, in a resolution dated 31
August (Doc.E/CN4/Sub.2/399), prepared by
the Commission on Human Rights’ Sub-
Committee on Prevention of Discrimination
and the Protection of Minorities. The resolu-
tion urges countries to grant Gypsies within
their borders all the rights enjoyed by the rest
of their populations. It stresses that recogni-
tion of a minority population implies, above
all, retention of its culcural identity. It also
acknowledges the particularly disadvantaged
situation of Gypsies in various European
countries and highlights the importance of
examining the psychological roots of ethno-
centric attitudes and prejudices against
minority groups.

In March 1979, the United Nations Eco-
nomic and Social Counci], in a highly signifi-
cant decision, recognized the International
Romani Union as an official interlocutor rep-
resenting Gypsies. This non-governmental
organization has subsequently played an
important role, particularly at meetings of the
Sub-Committee.

In August 1991, the Sub-Committee drew
attention to specific incidents of prejudice,
discrimination, intolerance and xenophobia
directed against the Gypsy community, and
the persistent violations of their civil, politi-
cal, economic, social and cultural rights.

In 1992, the United Nations adopted the
Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belong-
ing to National or Ethnic, Religious and Lin-
guistic Minorities. Finally, and marking the
first time that a United Nations body had
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Living conditions
of Gypsy families
in Europe
continue to
deteriorate as
elected officials
leave action for
others or for later.




examined the situation of Gypsies at this
level, the Commission on Human Rights
adopted Resolution 65 (1992), ‘Protection of
Roma (Gypsies)’, which calls on States to take
all necessary steps to eliminate all forms of
discrimination against Gypsies.

The International Labour Office,
UNESCO and other specialized United
Nations bodies have also studied the prob-
lems faced by Gypsies. UNESCO has funded
publications and specific research projects,
particularly with regard to the Romani lan-
guage. UNICEF has also conducted research
on the living conditions and educational
needs of Gypsy children.

In 1992, following a violent attack on the
shelter site of asylum-seeking Gypsy families
in Rostock, Germany, and the signing of a
Convention between Germany and Rumania
regulating the repatriation of Rumanians
whose applications for asylum had been re-
fused, the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees commissioned a report on
the situation of Gypsies in Central and East-
ern Europe. The analysis and recommenda-
tions of the report, published in 1993, confirm
once again the need for urgent and effective
intervention. The report makes specific rec-
ommendations concerning the protection of
Gypsies suffering from persecution and con-
tains guidelines for ensuring chat the rights of
asylum-seekers are respected.

A Balance Sheet

As can be seen from the above discussion,
a broad movement has gradually taken shape.
Education of Gypsy children remains a prior-
ity, but issues relating to social welfare, hous-
ing, legal status and human rights are also
being studied. Some of the guidelines devel-
oped in the field of education are proving use-
ful and could be tried in other areas. Dialogue
among the different actors has increased, and
European institutions and international orga-
nizations show greater readiness to view
Gypsy organizations as partners.

There is still much to be learned, however,
in the field of development, notably caution.
The distance between theory and practice,
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between projects and their implementation, is
vast. This gap is not negative in itself, but
instead shows that cultural dynamism is strong
and that effective initiatives depend on careful
planning and implementation. Precisely
because there is no all-purpose theory of devel-
opment, it is important to learn from past expe-
rience so as to avoid repeating mistakes that
have high social, psychological and (especially
important for decision makers) financial costs.

In most cases, a lack of financial resources
is not the main impediment to effective
action. Often a redeployment of funds could
do much to improve the situation. What is
lacking in all countries, instead, is political
will, on both an individual and collective level
— the will to focus attention on Gypsies and
to take concerted action on their behalf.
Elected officials tend to leave medium- and
long-term measures for others or for later, and
avoid encouraging short-term measures
whose costs could alienate their constituen-
cies. For these reasons, the situations of
Gypsy communities often continue to degen-
erate rather than to improve, and the victims
of political neglect become the culprits.

Action may be taken indirectly on behalf of
Gypsies, for example, through information
campaigns to eliminate stereotypes and foster
understanding. More direct ways of aiding this
group would include modifying regulations (or
simply the way they are applied); promoting
changes in institutions (particularly schools);
and providing financial and technical assist-
ance, to enable Gypsies, through their organi-
zations, to defend themselves and to promote
their own development.

There are no recipes for improving ‘the
Gypsy situation’. The different needs and aspi-
rations of Gypsy communities in widely vary-
ing contexts call for a mosaic of small-scale
interventions within an overall framework.
Often the process is more important than short-
term gains. While attempts can be made to
construct a theory from practice, basing prac-
tice on a theory often proves futile. Projects
cannot be fitted into pre-established and rigid
theoretical models. Flexible frameworks
make innovation possible, allow new avenues
to be explored and therefore are more likely
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to achieve hoped-for results. This may seem
to be an obvious statement, but many people
actually consider it to be highly anarchistic.

In the final analysis, Gypsies hold the
keys to their own development. Yet the socie-
ties in which they live must create opportuni-
ties, through constructive collaboration, for
them to use those keys.

Priorities for Action

A set of guidelines can be identified for
the development of action-research projects
aimed at improving the situation of Gypsy
children and their communities. Approaches
need to be flexible, community-based and
highly participatory, taking into account both
the dynamics of Gypsy communities and the
various sociopolitical and socio-economic
parameters of their actual situations
(Liégeois, 1994). Three other principles con-
tribute to the success of approaches and
deserve special attention: coordination;
research and knowledge; and information and
documentation.

Coordination

Over the years, a ‘puzzle’ strategy has
proved to be the most successful in achieving
progress. The aim has been to work systemat-
ically towards single yet complementary
achievements, each of which occupies a
unique and indispensable place within a
whole. To be effective, this strategy requires
an independent ‘coordinator’.

Little attention has been paid to date to
the important role coordination plays in
strengthening actions, preventing conflicts
among different partners, ensuring the con-
gruicy of the various phases of an activity and
enhancing the overall efficiency of efforts. Yet
it is obvious that sustainable progress can be
made only if efforts are complementary. Par-
tial or ad hoc measures tend to work against
each other — from one site to another and
from one year to the next — and end up
undermining the adaptive mechanisms as
well as the hopes of the people for whom they
were intended.

Every situation, then, is part of a global
context, requiring a holistic and well-
coordinated approach. How can educational
measures for Gypsy children succeed when
government regulations provide for the
expulsion of nomads? How can vocational
training be useful if it is not accompanied by
measures to create employment opportuni-
ties? How can non-discrimination be pro-
moted when even the legal status of certain
minority groups is unclear?

Gypsies have no territory of their own;
they are dispersed in various nations where
their presence is often viewed negatively.
Consequently, they have little local political
influence and are rarely elected to public
office at any level. To overcome these disad-
vantages, local, regional, national and interna-
tional bodies should take an active role in pro-
moting and coordinating effective measures
on behalf of Gypsies.

The Council of Europe, the European
Union, CSCE, United Nations organizations
and other international institutions have a par-
ticularly important part to play as coordinators.
They can build awareness about Gypsies’ situa-
tions, encourage States to take positive and
appropriate measures, stimulate dialogue, assist
in decision-making, provide information and
technical assistance, implement projects and
disseminate lessons learned.

Because the different partners, ‘including
Gypsies, are wary of specialized structures,
which they feel encourage segregation, it is
important that specialized skills be developed
at all levels (local, regional and national) and on
many fronts. If, for example, Gypsy children
attend normal classes, this presupposes that
specially trained school inspectors, student
counsellors and teachers are available. Phasing
out specialized school structures without creat-
ing coordinating bodies and providing special
training inevitably means encouraging a policy
of assimilation. This type of practice neglects
Gypsies as a cultural minority, roughly equates
them with all other poor and marginalized
groups, and therefore deals with them, once
again, within an institutional framework that is
not of direct relevance to them.
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Expected to marry
in their early teens,
Gypsy girls learn
nurturing skills at
a young age.
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Research and Knowledge

Gypsies tend to be critical, and often legit-
imately so, of research relating to them. Non-
experts are often commissioned to carry out
studies and then pressured to produce ‘instant’
results. In the process, they generally do not
dialogue with the Gypsies, but treat them
merely as passive subjects. This situation can
be likened to a paramedic hastily writing a pre-
scription without obtaining the patient’s clinical
history or even reaching a diagnosis.

As they discover their ‘subject’, moreover,
these researchers tend to break down open
doors, try the patience of ‘information providers’
and make proposals that, in the best of cases,
repeat those made in other studies. In addition,
researchers often are highly conformist, cautious
about treading new ground — an attitude that
suits many policy makers quite well and meets
the approval of academic ‘purists’ who generally
stigmatize proponents of the non-orthodox.
Unconventional researchers are also handi-
capped because they must convince others that
their studies are worthwhile, an effort too
often doomed to failure because of the scarce
consideration their findings are given. A final
indictment is that most studies lead nowhere:
they produce no actual lessons on which to
base future action.

Although consciences may be soothed by
apparent efforts to ‘study the problems’, hasty
analogies or preconceived ideas can have
extremely negative effects. This situation is
changing, but too slowly. Independent and
qualified researchers are urgently needed to
carry out well-coordinated studies, developed
in collaboration with all partners. The data
provided by such research efforts could help
create positive images of Gypsy communities
and provide these marginalized minority
groups with information that they are other-
wise denied.

Information and Documentation

As the numbers of initiatives on behalf of
Gypsies increase, there is a greater need to
become familiar with them, to publicize
them, to accumulate experience, to enhance

the value of existing information and develop
the means for evaluating it. It is well known
that possessing information means possessing
the power to act, deliberate and choose. Insti-
tutions therefore have a duty to ensure that
all, and particularly those in a disadvantaged
minority situation, have access to the knowl-
edge and decision-making tools they need.

Documentation centres on Gypsy con-
cerns have been developed at regional,
national and European levels. Much more
should be done to raise awareness of the vari-
ous kinds of technical support and services
they provide, which, depending on the size of
the centre, can include research activities, the
publication and dissemination of information,
training and network-building. This variety is
an asset, particularly as different centres can
complement each other.

International institutions can take posi-
tive steps to support the creation of networks
of individuals and organizations active in
Gypsy matters, principally by providing easily
accessible and comprehensible information to
key individuals and groups such as Gypsy
organizations, local governments and non-
governmental organizations. A transnational
framework is a particularly logical choice in
which to view the exchange of information
relating to this transnational community.

In sum, as long as actions relating to Gyp-
sies are inspired by prejudice and stereotypes,
relations between the different cultures will
remain conflictive. Information is an essential
component in gaining recognition for Gypsy
communities, a recognition that moves away
from a folkloristic and romantic vision or atti-
tudes of contempt. Until now, Gypsies have
been invented: instead they urgently need to
be recognized in their originality and cultural
wealth. Cooperation through mutual respect
is a difficule yet indispensable condition for
improvements in the situations of Gypsy com-
munities and for a more rewarding coexist-
ence. In the relations between two cultures,
information is an important factor in breaking
down prejudices and preventing conflicts.
With dialogue, diversity can be understood
rather than opposed in principle.



Technical Assistance

The provision of aid to minority commu-
nities is necessary, but the forms it takes and
the goals underlying it need to be rethought
in order to ensure that it does not resemble or
promote assimilation policies. What is needed
is technical assistance and technical aid as
opposed to social assistance and social aid.

Gypsies need to have access to the instru-
ments that permit them to choose their
future, to enable them to be actors in their
own right rather than the objects of others,
constrained by coercive regulations and
actions. Many of the difficulties faced by
Gypsies are technical in nature and must be
dealt with in a technical way. Although Gyp-
sies should be able to rely on social assistance,
when necessary, they need to have access to
technical assistance in order to shape their
own future. Technical assistance should be
seen as a tool permitting Gypsies to adapt
rather than forcing them to assimilate.

Envisaging technical aid in this light means
respecting Gypsy communities and creating
greater opportunities for them to live inde-
pendently and with dignity. It also implies
thinking and acting in affirmative ways and
relying on the positive aspects of Gypsy culture
— its language, history and social fabric —
rather than reacting to a globally negative con-
text. In other words, it is better to act than to
react, though this is by no means easy in the
present situation.

A First Step

To develop and maintain long-term activ-
ities aimed at reducing intolerance towards
Gypsy communities and improving the wel-
fare and well-being of Gypsy children and
their families, an important first step would be
to analyse comparatively existing innovative
projects. Analyses would have to begin with a
detailed description of each project’s initial
situation (including its basic plan, context,
partners involved, direct participants and
aims). The different phases of implementa-
tion would then be reviewed and project out-
comes analysed to determine replicability.
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Important questions to ask at this stage are:
Has an evaluation been undertaken of the ini-
tiative? If so, upon which criteria was it based
and how was it carried out? Is there a gap
between the initial aims and the results
obtained? Which factors facilitate innovation?
Have any elements hindered success?

"This type of study was undertaken during
a seminar organized by the Council of Cul-
tural Cooperation of the Council of Europe in
1987 and attended by 10 States. The semi-
nar’s findings were summarized in a complete
report, The Schooling of Gypsy Children: An
Evaluation of Innovative Action.

If projects are to improve, they need to be
continually analysed, rethought and expanded.
By becoming familiar with the conditions giv-
ing rise to an initiative, the fields to which it
applies and the forms it takes, we can have a
better understanding of how it is innovative
and how it could be made to yield better
results. We could also begin to find the
answers to some important questions: What is
the meaning of innovation? What are the opti-
mal conditions for proposing and implement-
ing innovative actions? What conditions are
needed to consolidate an innovative initia-
tive, ‘go to scale’ and replicate it in other
social or geographic areas?

To enhance the effectiveness of this type
of analysis, a network of groups and individuals
involved in the field could be developed. In
this way, analysis and evaluation can become
action-research, with particular emphasis on
the internal dynamics of Gypsy communities
and the widest possible involvement of indi-
viduals and groups. Action-research, of course,
is difficult because the researchers are partici-
pants and the participants are researchers: tra-
ditional practices, roles and patterns are inevi-
tably disrupted. Points of reference are lost, but
this in itself encourages innovation, flexibility
and openness.

Yet no matter how difficult, action-
research as a strategy offers several advan-
tages. It is indeed a strategy for work, an
approach, a state of mind applied in practice
rather than as a defined formula. Action-
research is the critical analysis of technical
know-how and the development of ways of
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making this knowledge widely known with a
view to evaluating it and possibly modifying
practices to achieve the original goals. With-
out being applied research, action-research is
inherently directed towards a process of
adaptability: applying action-research means
undertaking evaluation in order to evolve.
Gypsy communities throughout Europe
live in difficult and sometimes appalling con-

ditions, and their situation rarely shows signs
of improvement. Yet many countries have
produced important social and cultural pro-
jects in favour of Gypsies. This in itself illus-
trates that even in the most severe situations
of disadvantage, culture remains a point of
reference, a synonym for dynamism, a carrier
of hope — especially for the younger genera-
tions, for children.

Opportunities must be created to enable Gypsy children to realize their full potentials as Gypsies.



Issues relating to the situation of Gypsies
are gradually gaining importance in debates in
various forums. International organizations,
including UNICEF within the framework of
the 1989 United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child, have a special role to play
in ensuring the development and consolida-
tion of innovative projects benefiting Gypsy
children, families and communities. Other
important actors include non-governmental
organizations, foundations, government pro-
grammes (at the national, regional and local
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CHILDREN OF IMMIGRANTS

PACLO CHIOZZ)

An Anthropological Approach

Anthropologists have traditionally shown
little interest in the subject of childhood and
have only recently begun to consider immi-
gration as a distinct area of study. In Italy, for
example, the first anthropological analysis of
immigrant groups was research I myself con-
ducted in the mid—1980s in Prato, a city in the
central region (Chiozzi, 1988). Even the first
demographic and sociological research on
immigrants in Italy only dates back to the
early—1980s. A study focusing on children of
immigrants (a term used in this paper to signify
both immigrant children and children born of
migrant parents in the host country) is there-
fore doubly innovative and, as a result, comes
up against difficult methodological issues. In
short, a methodology needs to be ‘invented’.

What distinguishes anthropology from
other social sciences, such as sociology or
social psychology, is not what is studied,
which can involve cultural and social phenom-
ena occurring in primitive and highly
advanced societies alike. Rather, what is dis-
tinctive is how a particular subject is viewed.
Anthropologists have a holistic perspective:
they seek to comprehend each particular
aspect as a ‘total social phenomenon’, to use
the expression coined by Marcel Mauss
(1950), the father of contemporary French
anthropology. This methodology is particu-
larly relevant to the task of delineating an
approach to the study of children of immi-
grants. The concept was subsequently

refined by the sociologist Georges Balandier
(1971), who maintained that each total social
phenomenon should be regarded as a social
‘revelator’ (révélateur social) by means of
which the whole social and cultural system
may be understood. But what does this actu-
ally mean within the specific context of chil-
dren of immigrants?

An ‘anthropology of children’ makes sense
only if children are viewed as the focus of
research but not its sole concern. Children —
including their life circumstances, their view of
their own world and the attitudes of adults
towards them — can be considered as ‘revela-
tors’ of the society as a whole. Margaret Mead,
probably most aware among anthropologists of
the child’s social centrality, implicitly suggested
this when she wrote that, in directing attention
to children, “the anthropologist will be con-
cerned from the start with the relation between
child and others as a system of intercommuni-
cation” — that is, as a cultural and social system
(Mead and MacGregor, 1951, p. 26). Indeed,
anthropology is essentially concerned with the
dynamics of communication between human
beings. It is misleading and reductive to view
anthropology as the study of otherness — be it
the ‘primitive’, the ‘woman’ or the ‘child’ —
since what is actually of interest is the encoun-
ter between individuals and the interaction
that this necessarily involves.

Within this perspective, focusing on chil-
dren means observing and understanding the
flow of communication between them and
adults, and analysing their place within their
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cultural and social systems. Put differently, it went unnoticed and unacknowledged
means recognizing children, without reserva- (Chiozzi, 1988). This social invisibility is by no
tion, as ‘social actors’. This approach can means a rare phenomenon, and may be
effectively be employed in studying children explained as the desire to ignore ‘otherness’

of minority groups in general, and children of

i ; ) unless it becomes a ‘danger’ or ‘threat’ to the
immigrants in particular.

social order (provoking, in which case, more or
less violent reactions). Immigrant children are

. . op sps even more socially ‘invisible’ than adults: it
From ‘Social Invisibility’ Y

to Discrimination would appear that they simply do not exist!

The media in industrialized countries

Immigrants are normally ‘unperceived’ have given considerable space in recent years

The Prato study revealed a striking lack of to reports of the harsh and tragic conditions of
awareness among ltalian residents of the pres- children in developing nations. Accounts
ence of immigrants. Though commonly from poor, depressed or disaster-struck areas
‘seen’ about the neighbourhood, immigrants have called attention to children’s suffering

An immigrant boy waifs for business at a main intersection in Florence, Italy.



and needs. Individuals have been moved,
have responded, have given some kind of
assistance. But — and the aim here is not to be
provocative but rather to raise an important
issue — the ‘other’ children in our midst
remain invisible.

Children of immigrants in Italy, for
instance, are not even included as such in
national statistics. In reports concerning
immigrants, ISTAT, the national institute of
statistics, uses only a 0-24 age bracket, mak-
ing it impossible to have official estimates of
the number of children of immigrants cur-
rently in Italy. To cite another example,
recent immigration laws make no reference to
children at all, implying that the sociological
category of ‘immigrant’ comprises a com-
pletely homogeneous group of adult workers.

It is not surprising, then, that the condi-
tions and problems of children of immigrants,
at times as desperate as those of children in
the Third World, are ignored by the media.
An exception to this general rule is the atten-
tion that the media give to the problem of
juvenile offences. Local reports of immigrant
youths ‘nabbed’ by the police, and statistics
showing that the majority of these young
‘criminals’ are ‘foreigners’ (mainly Gypsies, as
all immigrants from former Yugoslavia are
arbitrarily classified, and North Africans)
receive far greater media coverage than does
informative reporting on their social and cul-
tural problems. Here is confirmation that
immigrants — and their children — become
visible only when they are perceived as a dan-
ger to the social order. They lose their invisi-
bility to become objects of prejudice or to be
defined by ethnocentric stereotypes.

To understand the shift from ‘social invis-
ibility’ to discrimination, we must consider
different perspectives as a whole. Social, cul-
tural, political and economic factors all affect
the status of immigrants, but as these differ-
ent factors are closely interconnected, it
would be misleading to analyse them sepa-
rately. We may of course speak of ‘social’ or
‘economic’ discrimination, always bearing in
mind, however, that in so doing, we are focus-
ing on only one aspect in order to grasp the
immigrant’s situation in its overall complexity.
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The emphasis placed on the ezZnic origins
of immigrants represents a subtle form of dis-
crimination; referring to them as an ‘imper-
sonalized’ group means denying immigrants
their subjectivity. We usually talk of ‘the Chi-
nese children’ or ‘the Moroccan children’, but
this disregards their individual and specific
characteristics as well as the various elements
that combine to define their situations, includ-
ing social and economic status, family character-
istics, gender, health, education and migratory
experience. Thus, focusing on an indefinite ¢-
nic identity ignores the complex issue of the set
of ‘identity options’ faced by each individual,
whose ‘identity’ is necessarily a permanent
process (Wallman, 1983, and others).

Types of Discrimination

A decree issued in 1988 by a regional-
level government in the central part of Italy
provides a useful example of the most com-
mon types of discrimination suffered by chil-
dren of immigrants. This decree, which deals
with the welfare of the Rom Gypsy ethnic
group, states that Gypsy children must com-
ply with the national laws on compulsory
school attendance. However, these laws,
which among other things establish school
curricula, include no provisions to help non-
Italian students maintain and develop their
own languages and cultures (a right recog-
nized in theory in the Italian Constitution and
immigration laws, but unfulfilled in practice
because of the absence of specific pro-
grammes). In fact, the school in Italy, as else-
where, was originally conceived for the pro-
motion of cultural assimilation rather than
multiculturalism.

A bill for ‘the protection of ethno-
linguistic minorities’ was debated in Parlia-
ment in 1991. Although ultimately rejected,
this proposed law sparked a great deal of con-
troversy, with opponents claiming that it
threatened the “unity of our fatherland”. This
type of statement, all the more striking as it
was asserted by well-known ‘progressive’
intellectuals, clearly indicates the dominant
cultural attitude towards minorities in Italy,
and more generally in Europe.
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Host-country
media give little
coverage to the
immagrant child's
cultural and social
problems.




The most conspicuous forms of discrimi-
nation towards children of immigrants are
found within the school system. However,
discrimination filters right through their lives
and those of their parents, and has a bearing,
for example, on their health, housing and
treatment under legal systems. This is partic-
ularly evident if we compare the status and
situation of children of immigrants with the
provisions of the 1989 United Nations Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child.

If attention is then concentrated on urban
areas, where immigrants tend to settle, it may
be seen that the ‘city’ is a stage on which social
relations are acted out, including those patterns
of relations that can be defined as discrimina-
tion. Not only children of immigrants, but more
generally their families and communities
are progressively being structurally mar-
ginalised from the process of production (e.g.,
paid work), consumption (e.g., income, goods
and services) and community life (e.g., politics,
neighbourhood activities)” (White, 1993,
p. 85). Discrimination against immigrants
would therefore appear to be a ‘total social phe-
nomenon’, and it is as such that the question
should be approached.

Cultural ‘Assimilation’
or Cultural ‘Preservation’

Adults migrating to another country, or to
a city for that matter, obviously take their own
cultural identities with them. Indeed, detach-
ment from their familiar ‘spaces’, including
physical but also mental, social, cultural, lin-
guistic and emotional spaces, involves consid-
erable trauma. For children, this trauma may
be even more severe, regardless of whether
they were born in the country of origin or in
the receiving country. The only difference, it
would seem, between the experiences of
these two categories of children lies in their
‘memories’. Immigrant children generally
construct their representation of their country
of origin on personal experience, while chil-
dren born in the new country must trust their
parents’ accounts. This is by no means a
minor difference, of course, particularly as it
may have important implications for the
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parent—child relationship — an issue that
deserves greater attention.

In entering the ‘new world’, immigrant
children have serious identity crises, which
influence not only their own self-perception
but also their interactions with their peers and
their families. This leads us to a fundamental
question: Are the “best interests” of immi-
grant children better served by promoting
their complete cultural assimilation into the
new context or, conversely, by encouraging
their development within their original cul-
ture?

In the past, ‘assimilation’ was more widely
popular, though with different meanings and
emphases, such as the myth of the construc-
tion of an ‘American Civil Society’ in the
United States (Ramirez, 1990) or the well-
known franco-centrisme promoted in France
(Piault, 1987). Currently, however, preference
has shifted to ‘integration’, and the password
in this perspective is multiculturalism. The
question then becomes: Can this notion,
whatever it may indeed signify, help to pre-
vent discrimination?

The Convention on the Rights of the
Child, one of the most comprehensive and
innovative human rights instruments ever
adopted by the international community, aims
to protect and promote the physical, psycho-
logical, cultural, social and economic welfare
of all children, without “discrimination of any
kind” (as specified in Article 2). Discrimina-
tion is a primary cause of situations of psycho-
social risk. While assimilation policies
undoubtedly have failed to recognize the
immigrant child’s cultural identity, it is still
unclear whether the shift to multiculturalism,
which emphasizes that specific identity, will
effectively prevent discrimination.

Before we attempt to address this issue, it
is worth recalling Margaret Mead’s argument
on the subject:

We know that when individuals
migrate from one culture to another,
their children to some degree, their
grandchildren to a greater degree, their
great  grandchildren even more,
approximate to the new posture and
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gesture patterns of the new culture.
Only by identifying which particular
systems of communication, between
adult and infant and between child and
child, are operative in which changes
can we begin to plan responsibly to
rear children who do not merely repeat
the behavior of previous generations
but can initiate new behaviors that will
in turn alter the behavior even of their
grandparents. The focus of planned
cultural change lies in learning, and the
learning of the infant and the child and
the response-evoking aspect of the
child constitute one exceedingly
important point where disciplined
human intelligence can intervene con-
structively in the process of molding a
culture closer to the needs and the
capacities of all those who live within it
(Mead, 1951, p. 184).

This quotation encapsulates some of the
most important problems relating to the ques-
tion of assimilation/integration. On the one
hand, the ‘natural’ tendency of immigrant chil-
dren is to try to assimilate into the new culture,
and not to “repeat the behavior of previous
generations”. This is especially the case for
children born in the receiving country. They
generally reject their original culture and lan-
guage (for instance, Chinese children tend to
draw their self—portraits with a ‘European’
physiognomy), while making a great effort to
take on a ‘native’ identity. Parent/child com-
munication may become problematic, and
intergenerational conflicts arise because par-
ents oppose this detachment from the ‘tradi-
tional’ culture. On the other hand, some
‘closed’ immigrant communities tend to repro-
duce internally their culture’s traditional pat-
terns of behaviour. For example, the Chinese
immigrant community in Italy and elsewhere
has shown itself to be almost ‘impermeable’ to
external dynamics and acculturative stimuli.
"This isolation again tends to increase the likeli-
hood of intergenerational conflict.

Since both of these scenarios clearly have
negative effects on children (and others), the
fundamental question now needs to be refor-
mulated: Assuming that assimilation and cul-

tural ‘apartheid’ (be it voluntary or not)
should be rejected, that every individual has
the right to maintain his or her own culture,
and that migration always provokes change,
how can we best deal with that change? More
explicitly, the question could be phrased:
What is meant by ‘the right to cultural preser-
vation’ in a dynamic situation?

Any adequate answer to this question must
be based on a primary concern for the best
interests of the child; in other words, the task is
to plan for child-focused change. This involves
searching for ways to create and maintain a bal-
ance between intradomestic integration and
equilibrium and socia/ integration within the
new cultural context. In this way, the idea
would not be to choose bertween radical cul-
tural preservation or full ‘acculturation’, but
rather to promote a type of biculturalism. Within
such a perspective, programmes of action could
be developed that are appropriate for all kinds
of immigrant situations. Clearly, however, spe-
cific research studies are needed to devise
effective programmes.

It is worth stressing that any programme
targeting children of immigrants cannot con-
cern onfy these children: since the aim of such
programmes is obviously to ensure the chil-
dren’s complete physical and mental develop-
ment, a number of factors within the environ-
ment as a whole must be considered — ranging
from the ‘native’ children and their perceptions
of the ‘newcomers’ to the relations within the
immigrant families themselves.

The Importance of
Local-level Initiatives

In February 1992, the Italian Government
passed a law in response to the growing intoler-
ance manifested towards ‘foreigners’. Apart
from its eventual merits or flaws, this law raises
some issues which are worth commenting
upon. As was to be predicted, it did not stop all
acts of aggression against immigrants and reli-
gious minorities such as the Jews. Laws, in fact,
should be products of cultural processes and
therefore cannot realistically be expected, by
themselves, to provoke changes in culturally
consolidated habits (Mauss, 1950).
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The Chinese
community in
Florence, Italy,
welcomes in the
New Year in the
city’s main square
with a message of
prosperity

and peace.
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Racial intolerance and other forms of dis-
crimination are effects of cultural patterns —
whether they operate at the social, economic,
political or other levels. Therefore, curbing or
preventing discrimination always implies a
cultural policy.

The fundamental importance of ‘locally
based action’ is therefore evident, since a ‘cul-
tural policy’ must incorporate people’s partic-
ipation if it is to be effective. In this light and
with specific reference to the situation of chil-
dren of immigrants, two main priority areas for
research and action emerge:

1. Education. There is insufficient docu-
mented evidence to confirm the widespread
belief that students belonging to ethnic minor-
ities perform better in ‘special’ mono-ethnic
schools than in ‘racially integrated’ schools. In
Italy, children of immigrants attend the regular,
state-run schools. Indeed, a Ministry of Educa-
tion provision allows for no more than five stu-
dents of the same ethnic origin in one class in
order to avoid ‘racial’ concentrations and subse-
quent segregation and, instead, to promote
interaction (significantly distinguished from
‘integration’). Apart from obvious initial lin-
guistic difficulties, no significant differences
have been found in the educational perform-
ances of ‘immigrant’ and ‘native’ children in
intercultural school situations. However,
although at present children’s performance at
school is normally evaluated according to ‘eth-
nocentric’ standards, a multicultural classroom
calls for new evaluation criteria in addition to
new teaching methodologies and curricula.
Briefly, the aim of education in this regard is to
develop tolerance and a spontaneous respect of
‘otherness’, rather than the acritical acquisition
of stereotyped knowledge. Thus, the presence
of non-native students in the school provides
an opportunity for the entire education system,
and emphasizes the possibility of viewing the
situation of children of immigrants as one ele-
ment of a more general issue concerning all
children,

2. Family. The status of the immigrant family
will clearly influence the lives and well-being
of its children. Studies are therefore needed
that focus on such fundamental issues as
housing, productivity, consumption, political

rights, and access to education, health and
other public services. In addition, greater
understanding is needed of the traditional
family structure, particularly when it is situ-
ated in the ‘new’ context. Such studies would
make it possible to single out the specific dif-
ferences and tensions that give rise to ‘cul-
tural’ conflicts, including, for instance, the
role of women and the economic exploitation
of children. When debates on ‘integration’ or
‘cultural preservation’ arise, this area proves
to be one of the most complex.

While national laws offer a general frame-
work, local government bodies, which are
more directly involved in the daily problems
that arise within their areas of competence,
should assume a major part of the responsibil-
ity for promoting specific projects. Taking the
Chinese community in Italy as an example
once more, in the Tuscan region child labour
within this ethnic group is widespread despite
national laws (and, of course, international
conventions). Few people believe in the effi-
cacy of repressive measures in this situation.
Instead, there is a growing conviction that
local bodies could play an important role in
curbing child labour, a hypothesis that is cur-
rently being tested in a number of projects in
Ttaly.

Finally, in discussing the problems of chil-
dren of immigrants and their families, we
should never forget that we are dealing with an
extremely complex situation. When we talk
about ‘immigrants’, we are not referring to a
single ethnic or cultural group but to a number
of different communities, each embodying a
distinct culture and specific needs.

Taking the Debate One Step Further

In conclusion, some further possible prior-
ities for research are presented here. A princi-
pal objective of research on this subject
should be to help raise awareness of children
of immigrants as suyects. Until recently, they
have mainly been treated as objects — objects

of social policies, of administrative measures,

or even of research projects.
As an initial starting point, much can be
learned about the situation of children of
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help non-Italian
schoolchildren
become literate in
their native,
languages are non-
existent.
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immigrants by analysing the degree to which
the national legislation of cach receiving
country has been harmonized with the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child. Other
issues have serious implications for the wel-
fare of children of immigrants and therefore
require attention both in terms of research
and action. Foremost among these, as already
mentioned, are education and the family. In
relation to the family, it would be important to
investigate the situation of the many children
migrating alone or with only a part of their
families, as well as the position of the child
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DIFFERENT EQUALITIES:
INTERCULTURAL EDUCATION IN TTALY

DONATA LODI

Introduction

The United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989) recognizes the
child’s right to be equal (entided to funda-
mental human rights without discrimination
of any kind) and to be different (entitled to
her or his own cultural identity). Guaran-
teeing these intrinsically related rights to chil-
dren belonging to immigrant groups is a chal-
lenge that Western European countries are
facing in different ways. In all of their immi-
gration policies, however, the formal school
system is consistently viewed as playing a key
role in integration while also constituting one
of the most difficult stages in this process.

The close connection between compul-
sory education and integration is well known.
A change in a family’s status from temporary
migrants to more permanent settlers is, for
instance, immediately reflected in enrolment
rates for ethnic minority children, which can
almost be considered a statistical signal of an
ethnic group’s position in (and demands on)
its new sociocultural context.

School systems are currently at the centre
of a complex debate involving several key
issues: integration versus assimilation; the
educational needs of ethnic minority children
versus the priorities of the schools they are
being integrated into; the defence of individ-
ual and specific cultural identities versus an
emphasis on elements of a common culture.
These issues run through the entire body of
social and cultural policies relating to immi-

grants. Historically they have been translated
into a wide array of intervention models not
only across countries, but also in response to
the different migratory waves that have
occurred in Western Europe since the Second
World War.

There are, however, additional variables
that come into play in the debate on educa-
tion and immigrant children. First among
these are the children themselves. Immigrant
children who have entered host-country
school systems are caught between different
and sometimes conflicting rights and priori-
ties: between their rights as individuals and
children, on the one hand, and as members of
ethnic minorities, on the other; or again,
between respect for their individual identities
and needs (for language instruction and
socialization, for example), on one side, and
respect for the educational expectations and
demands of their families or ethnic communi-
ties, on the other.

Complicating matters further are the pri-
orities and educational objectives of school
systems themselves. In the case of Italy, the
main focus of this chapter, little attention has
been paid until recently to cultural and lin-
guistic differences among students. Now
efforts are being made to develop a more
global perspective in school curricula by
incorporating the ideas of Education for
Development. As a result, a shift has occurred
from multicultural education, which targets
different ethnic groups with specific educa-
tion programmes, to intercultural education,
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which views cultures comparatively and
encourages all students to consider diversity
as valuable and enriching.

Beginning with an overview of immigra-
tion in Italy, this chapter explores some of the
individual experiences and projects that have
been undertaken, and discusses the obstacles
and pitfalls — on a methodological and opera-
tive level — found along the difficult, but nec-
essary, path to intercultural education.

Immigration in ltaly

Migration towards Western Europe today
is prompted by complex structural problems
and involves large groups of people with
widely differing socio-economic levels, cul-
tural backgrounds and expectations. The situ-
ation, already intricate a few years ago, has
become even more complicated since the fall
of Eastern European regimes, which has pro-
duced new migrations towards Western
Europe and beyond.

Italy’s share of immigrants is still modest —
both in absolute numbers and relative to other
European countries. Official data place the
number of non-European Union (EU) resi-
dents in Ttaly at 925,000 (fig. 1). There are

many (perhaps as many) clandestine or ‘ille-
gal’ immigrants. The non-EU population
therefore is undoubtedly less than 1 per cent
of the total Italian population (about 57 mil-
lion in 1991). However, some sceptics claim
that immigrant populations are grossly under-
estimated, while others accuse regions of hav-
ing ‘padded’ their statistics, perhaps with the
‘good intention’ of calling attention to the
immigrant problem. These contradictions
have added fuel to the ongoing debate about
the reliability of statistics, one of the most
controversial aspects of the immigration issue
in Italy today (Perrotta, 1991).

Immigration in Italy has other distinctive
characteristics. It is relatively recent, the first
large-scale migrations from developing countries
dating back to the 1980s when — given the lack
of specific immigration laws, the total absence of
reception facilities and the laissez-faire attitudes
prevalent at that time — it was easy for large and
highly precarious immigrant communities to be
formed, some made up mainly of seasonal work-
ers. Another peculiarity is that today’s immi-
grants are generally not part of an uneducated
and unskilled workforce oriented towards fac-
tory work. Instead they are a virtual cultural
élite, not only with respect to standards in their

1,000

800

600

400

200

Thousands

U [ T T 1 L T L
1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992

I | I I\ I } | | | | | |

19-40 years
70.9

Figure 1 - Foreign Population of ltaly (1980-1992, in thousands)

Source: Caritas, Rome, based on data from the ftalian Ministry of the Interior / ISTAT

Figure 2 - Immugrants by Age Group (ltaly, early-1993, percentage)
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At a seaside resort in central Italy in 1992, a
young Senegalese hawker was trying to sell his trin-
kets to a Roman family. The father, a 40-year-old
armed with books and newspapers, struck up a
friendly conversation with the immigrant and asked
him his name. Upon hearing “Milla”, he immedi-
ately said, “Oh yes. Milla, like the soccer player on
the Cameroon team.” “No”, the Senegalese replied
in a serious and somewhat bored tone, “Silla, not
Milla. Silla, as in Roman history. | don’t know if you
remember the story of Mario and Silla...".

SILLA AND NOT MILLA:
THE PARADOXES OF THE ITALIAN CASE

This episode underscores many of the para-
doxes of immigration in ltaly: first, it is a relatively
new trend compared with the rest of Europe {par-
ticularly Central and Northern Europe); second,
there is a striking discrepancy between the high
cultural level of many of the immigrants and their
unstable and degrading occupations; finally, even
the most ‘enlightened’ segments of the popula-
tion have long had an imperfect understanding of
the phenomenon.

own countries but also to Italian ones. Anywhere
from 46.9 to 67.5 per cent have secondary school
certificates or college degrees, compared with an
Italian average of 42.6 per cent for the corre-
sponding age group (CENSIS, 1990).

[talians, like other Europeans, tend to have
a distorted view of the immigrant population,
considering it to be far more homogenous than it
actually is. The Maghrebi and Senegalese hawk-
ers and the Polish and Tamil windshield-
washers are conspicuously present, but few peo-
ple are aware of the Egyptian foundry workers
in the north (one of Italy’s first migrant groups),
or the Maghrebi marble and tannery workers in
the Venetian area.

Italy only enacted systematic legislation
in 1990 to regulate immigration and institu-
tionalize migrants’ rights and guarantees. The
central government and, more importantly,
local governments are still seeking to define
policies in response to immigrants’ special
needs, leaving service provision and other ini-
tiatives to Catholic and lay voluntary organiza-
tions.

And the children? One sure fact is that the
immigrant child population, now quite mod-
est (fig. 2), is growing faster than the total
immigrant population. This trend is largely
due to a gradual change in migratory patterns.
Italy was for a long time, and still is in part, a
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Figure 3 - Foreign Pupils in Pre-School through Grade Eight (Italy, 1983-1992)

Source: Caritas, Rome, based on dara from the Ministry of the Interior / ISTAT
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country of temporary or transitional migra-
tion, chosen as a halting-place because it was
easier than other countries to enter. The situ-
ation changed with the 1990 law, which
enabled many immigrants to settle more per-
manently and request family reunification.
Moreover, a significant share of female immi-
grants working as domestic servants (mainly
from Somalia, Eritrea, Cape Verde and the
Philippines), one of the oldest immigration
categories, have now settled in Italy with their
original families or formed new families.
Second-generation minority children have
become an increasingly important proportion
of the foreign pupils in primary and secondary
schools. According to a study conducted in
Milan in 1990, of 3,734 resident foreign chil-
dren, 2,140 were born in Italy (Favaro, 1990).

» Table 1: Enrolment of Foreign Children,
Pre-school through Grade Eight,
by Area and Principal Countries
of Origin, Italy, 1989-1992

Area/Country of Origin No. of Students Percentage
Europe 7,428 27.9
European Union 2,979 78
ex-Yugoslavia 1,759
Albania 1,137
Poland 728
Romania 397
Africa 6,333 23.7
Morocco 2,917
Egypt 642
Somalia 386
Ethiopia 370
Tunisia 330
Asia 4,766 17.9
China 2,199
Philippines 351
Iran 317
North and South
America 4,442 16.7
Argentina 928
Peru 517
Other 90 0.3
Dual Citizenship 3,693 13.5
TOTAL 26,652 100.0

Source: Based on ISTAT/CSER data

Although data relating to ethnic minority
children and adolescents in Italy are now gen-
erally more reliable than in the 1980s, they are
still widely discredited, as already mentioned.
For this reason, school enrolment rates are
believed to be the most trustworthy indicators
available. The number of foreign pupils in
pre-schools through grade eight increased
fivefold from 1983/1984 to 1991/1992, the
largest jump being from 1989-1990 to
1991-1992 (fig. 3). Of the non-EU nationals,
the most numerous are Moroccans, followed
by the Chinese. Eastern European pupils also
form a large share of the total (Table 1).
Increases are due not only to the greater
number of foreign children living in Italy, but
also to the fact that more of them are sent to
school (Caritas, 1993; MPI-CSER, 1992; MPI-
SIARES, 1992).

The Conflicts of Cultural Identity

Immigration is often spoken about in sim-
plistic terms, as though it merely involved
welcoming and ‘fitting in’ a mass of people.
The more difficult issue of the relationship
between integration and respect for the immi-
grants’ cultural identities is rarely faced,
except perhaps in academic research.

Even in the best of circumstances, respect
for the cultural identity of ethnic minorities
seems to be a compromise deriving from the
forced relationships among social groups.
Moreover, ‘cultural identity’ is not simply a
question of immigrants’ culture of origin (And
then, which one? Their ‘national’ culture? Or
the culture of the ethnic, linguistic or religious
group to which they belong?) Immigrant cul-
tures are, like all cultures, in continual tran-
sformation (Berque, 1991). Even within one
immigrant group, there are actually multiple
cultures, especially where a second or third
generation is present. As noted by one author,
“An immigrant culture includes, in all proba-
bility, the evolving traditional cultures of the
generation that migrates and the emerging
new cultures of their children ... and the cul-
ture of origin of every immigrant group under-
goes the specific influence of the culture of
the host society” (Gouillaud, 1989).



The conflicts inherent in the process of
integration/protection of cultural identity
become even more evident when the educa-
tional needs of children are considered.
‘Immigrant minors’ (as they are often defined
in bureaucratic terminology) are above all
children — an obvious but not banal assertion.
And for them, the conflict between identifica-
tion with their peer group and identification
with the values and the culture of their fami-
lies can often be a painful process and have
Serious consequences.

As has been amply documented, children
of immigrants tend to do poorly in school, even
in the second generation. One reason is that
host-country schools generally give little
importance to the cultural values of immi-
grants. Immigrant families, moreover, often fail
to adapt their child-rearing practices to the new
conditions. Second-generation children seem
to be particularly affected by these cultural
clashes (Bastenier et al., 1988; Blot, 1991).

Education policies for ethnic minority
children in different European countries
reflect political choices. France, for example,
has adopted policies promoting the assimila-
tion of migrants. The aim is to bring foreign
students to the same educational level as
native students. For this purpose, a number of
specific measures have been introduced,
including ‘special receiving classes’ for non-
French-speaking children. (This approach
would be unthinkable in the Italian school
system, which rejects the very idea of special
classes, even as a temporary measure.) None-
theless, there is a stable second- and third-
generation ethnic minority population (pre-
dominantly North African) that strongly
defends its own cultural, social and religious
identity, to the point that it has even con-
structed a parallel world (including a demand
for separate schools).

The inverse situation is found in Ger-
many where there has been a long history of
labour migration, and the precariousness of
the gastarbeirer (guest-worker) has been insti-
tutionalized by offering workers all social ser-
vices but no political rights. Even the school-
ing of immigrant children is based on the
assumption that they will eventually return
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home, which is one reason that the number of
foreign children in ‘special’ classes continues
to increase (Filtzinger, 1984; Susi, 1991). Para-
doxically, despite this strong stand, Turkish
immigrants are now claiming a right to citi-
zenship, partly in reaction to racist attacks.

In the United Kingdom, after many years
of strongly assimilative education policies,
there was a notable opening towards cultural
pluralism in the 1970s and 1980s. Support is
now given in various forms to the many multi-
cultural and intercultural education initiatives
promoted by non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), teachers’ associations and local
school authorities.

Other European countries have also
encouraged initiatives enhancing ethnic cul-
tures, especially since the 1980s. The Dutch
have placed great emphasis on intercultural
education projects and introduced measures
to help students keep up with the class level.
The Belgians established a legally recognized
Islamic school in Brussels in 1989. The range
of options is wide and there are just as many
uncertainties about the best roads to take
(LABOS, 1991; Eldering and Kloprogge,
1989). Clearly, the effectiveness of different
policies should be measured not just by how
they affect society as a whole, but also by how
they benefic the children themselves.

Intercultural Education
and Education for Development

Because immigration is still a recent trend
in Italy, long one of the world’s major labour-
exporting  countries, many different
approaches to the schooling of ethnic minority
children are being explored. The underlying
thrust of the official circulars issued by the
Ministry of Education, though sometimes
uncertain in their use of the terms ‘multicul-
tural’ and ‘intercultural’, has generally been to
promote intercultural education as a unique
opportunity to broaden and revitalize the Ital-
ian school system.

These directives can be faulted on a
number of accounts: they are excessively opti-
mistic about integration; they tend to minimize
the importance of the conflicts and the eco-
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nomic and social imbalances underlying racist
attitudes; they place greater emphasis on moral
obligation than on the instruments to be used
to develop solidarity; and their perspective is
overly school-centred, ignoring the other fac-
tors influencing the lives of young immigrants
(and young Italians as well). To their credirt,
these instruments do firmly place the immi-
grant issue in the theoretical and practical
framework of Education for Development.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to
trace the history of Education for Develop-
ment. Suffice it to say that the movement was
launched by the ‘Faure Report’, presented by
UNESCO at a 1970 seminar in Sweden, and by
a study by Ruth Padrun (1974). Gradually, the
idea took hold that the school could and should
‘internationalize’ itself, giving space to world
development issues, and providing children
with the skills and attitudes needed to combat
ethnocentrism, intolerance and racism. Educa-
tion for Development began to be discussed in
Italy only at the end of the 1970s, much later
than in many other countries.

The Experience of the Italian
National Committee for UNICEF

The Iralian National Committee for
UNICEF, one of 34 private associations
worldwide connected to UNICEF by a spe-
cific agreement of accreditation, began to
make Education for Development a major
activity in 1975, in schools as well as in other
social areas. This was a long-term investment,
in many ways unusual in the overall context of
other National Committees, which at the time
were mainly concerned with fund-raising
(Black, 1986).

The National Committee’s interest in
Education for Development stemmed from a
pilot project undertaken in two schools. This
project had wide influence within the school
system, and grew, in the early 1980s, into a
fully fledged movement that can be summa-
rized as follows:

e emphasis on the actual experiences of the
school, and on checking, evaluating and
questioning these experiences rather than
introducing strict directives or didactic
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modules straight away;

¢ 3 vision of the school as part of a system,
influencing its surroundings and influenced
by them in a continual exchange;

e a commitment to understand both the real-
ities of the students’ countries of origin and
their local realities, linking the two through
a process that traces the connections (in
both directions) between the ‘near’ and the
“far’;

¢ a central focus on the child, on his or her
rights in general, and specifically on the
child’s right to express opinions and to par-
ticipate in the process of Education for
Development.

The idea was not to introduce a new sub-
ject into the curriculum, but rather to promote
an openness towards new inputs, encouraging
children’s curiosity and creating opportunities
for discussions of the problems of the devel-
oping world and North/South relations.

‘This approach, which spread to thousands
of Italian schools in the 1980s, soon had to
address the issue of immigrant children. As
early as 1985-1986, a year-long pilot project on
‘foreigners in Rome’ was set up in collabora-
tion with Roman schools. In their final report,
schoolchildren asked polemically: “But how
many immigrant children are there in Rome?
Why can’t anyone give us exact figures? Why
doesn’t anyone seem to know anything about
them, not even the local school boards?”

Subsequently, immigration, racism and
the education of immigrant children gained
much greater prominence in Education for
Development activities. An important advo-
cacy campaign was initiated in 1993-1994,
with Education for Development literature
distributed to schools nationwide. More than
12,000 schools as well as many NGOs partici-
pated actively in the campaign (Italian
National Committee for UNICEF, 1991 and
1993; Micali Baratelli, 1993). This effort pro-
vided ample scope for evaluation, criticism
and self-criticism, strongly influencing gov-
ernment responses to intercultural education.
(One result is that the Italian Ministry of Edu-
cation has officially supported UNICEF’s
school campaigns for the past three years.)




64 CHILDRENoMINORITIES

In Italy, local organizations — at regional, pro-
vincial and municipal levels —are strongly commit-
ted to intercultural education and to the fight
against racism. A commitment, as one official from
the provincial education department of Rome
observed, “to give young people a chance to think
about racism and intolerance and the complex rela-
tionship between the individual’s right to be inte-
grated into the community and the parallel right to
have his or her diversity respected”. In this spirit,
12 Roman secondary schools were selected to
participate in a unique action-research project enti-
tled ‘Know Your Neighbour'. Promoted jointly by
the Provincial Administration of Rome and the
international ‘Doron Foundation’ and carried out by
the Teachers’ Cooperative for a Democratic School
(CISD), the project aims to encourage students to
think about and recognize the many everyday prej-
udices in ltalian society, starting with an important
minority group, the Roman Jews. Schools on the
outskirts of Rome were chosen as these are high-
risk areas where, as one student commented:
" Anti-semitism is ‘in’. When we're at the stadium,
we like shouting Nazi slogans.” Here, racism
lashes out against anyone who is different, and
punitive Saturday-night raids against immigrants
are becoming more frequent.

Using a methodology halfway between oral
history and anthropological field research, stu-
dents carried out a series of interviews during the
course of the academic year in the 'Ghetto’ {the
Jewish section in the heart of Rome). They were
invited into Jewish homes, visited the synagogue
and collected the testimonies of survivors of the
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Fascist era who had witnessed the deportations
of Roman Jews to concentration camps. This
exercise enabled them to form a clear idea of the
family life, religion and history of the Roman Jew-
ish community. In the process, the students dis-
covered the various links of the Jewish commu-
nity with the social and cultural life of the city. At
the end of the year, they organized a Jewish din-
ner together with students from Roman Jewish
schools.

The final questionnaire and exhibition of the
students’ project work (CISD, 1994) mainly attest
1o the students’ astonishment at a reality they had
known nothing about, their persistent curiosity,
and their lingering uncertainties about the mecha-
nisms that form prejudices. As Claudio Spizzichino,
Director for ltaly of the Doron Foundation,
observed: “We have perhaps cleared a path for
overcoming prejudice, not just against the Jews,
but more generally against all ethnic minorities: the
path of knowledge, the discovery of common
bonds and curiosity about the history and culture of
the ‘others’.” This approach is now being
extended to other, more recent, ethnic minorities
in Rome: the ‘new’ immigrants.

This accent on the ordinary is an essential
component of intercultural education projects.
Racism is, in fact, a process that is created and
reproduced in the routine acts of everyday life, in
verbal and non-verbal language as well as in rela-
tionships in which the ‘other’ is aware of the dis-
tance, the mistrust, the deprecation or even the
condescension and magnanimous tolerance that
mask a deep-seated rejection.

Much of the material used in this chapter was
generated by that campaign, either directly, or
indirectly through contacts, initiatives and
programmes connected with it.

Beyond Superficial Anti-racism

Research recently carried out in secondary
schools in north-western Italy (Volpato, 1991
and 1992) revealed an “aversion towards immi-
grants” among students that had been quite
hidden until then. Teachers were caught by
surprise: their students, they had thought, were
‘nice kids’, immune to racism, as their composi-
tions and class tests could prove. The teachers,
however, had misread the situation. Presented
with explicit questions, students had been able
to mask their racist attitudes under ‘correct’
statements of solidarity. It would perhaps have

been more useful, one teacher later pointed
out, to let students express their own preju-
dices and preconceptions, and then build from
there, rather than immediately interposing
another viewpoint.

The ‘learning goal’, both within and out-
side the school, should certainly be to learn to
respect diversity and to benefit from it. It
should, however, also, and most importantly,
be to learn to give consideration to the con-
flicts that the presence of the ‘other’ inevita-
bly provokes, and to develop skills for resolv-
ing conflicts rather than denying their
existence. ‘Negotiate and discuss, don’t
obstruct and preach’ is good advice for every-
one and not just teachers. For while it is rela-
tively simple to speak about racism, to claim
to espouse anti-racist principles, it is much
more difficult to work concretely towards a



society that is “only a bit racist”, to quote the
Italian sociologist Laura Balbo (Balbo and
Manconi, 1990 and 1992). And the process of
working towards a more equitable society, in
which different immigrant populations enjoy
some of the features of citizenship, is a much
more complex proposition than in the past. It
is a process yet to be shaped and ‘invented’.

Integration and Children’s Rights:
The Story of Atif

Atif, an eight-year-old Pakistani, is in
grade three at an Italian state primary school.
He is fairly well integrated into the school and
has lictle difficulty speaking Italian. Perhaps
his main problem is the school cafeteria, as he
does not eat pork. Early in the year, however,
he became very unhappy at school. His
teacher had decided to develop a series of
intercultural education lessons around him.
For an entire week the teacher found innu-
merable opportunities to talk about Pakistan —
its language and history, its customs, even
Pakistani recipes. At first, Atif willingly told
the class about his country of origin, but after
a few days he inevitably felt he was being put
on stage and refused to say a word. Encour-
aged yet again to talk about Pakistan, he
replied, “I’m sick of being Pakistani. I just
want to be a child!”

This episode, recounted during an Edu-
cation for Development conference organized
by the Italian National Committee for
UNICEF in 1992, is not just an amusing anec-
dote. It is indicative of the critical thinking
and self-criticism with which the Iralian
school has approached intercultural education
and discrimination. There is now widespread
recognition that the school in [taly must strike
a balance between national identity and a
more global perspective. This knowledge
commits the school not only to educate chil-
dren from other cultures, but also to value
these cultures as a patrimony that children
have a right to enjoy. The school’s objective is
thus to protect the immigrant child’s diversity
and sense of identity while seeking to combat
the Italian child’s ethnocentrism.
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The story of Atif serves as a reminder that
particular care must be taken when ‘using’
children as educational resources for Educa-
tion for Development programmes. One of
the worst errors teachers can make is to dis-
regard the rights and wishes of the individual
child they have before them.

From their first school experiences, young
immigrants, especially children learning to
read and write, have a strong inclination to
acquire verbal and non-verbal behaviours
resembling those of their native-born class-
mates (MPI-SIARES, 1992). Sociological
research has in fact shown that the peer group
has a fundamental influence in formative
processes, representing for children and ado-
lescents a reference point to contrast with
adult positions. The conflict is often
expressed on a linguistic level, and has a
strong impact on personality formation, espe-
cially among adolescents. Children frequently
learn the host-country language and forget
their native tongue — vehicle and expression
of the traditional values and culture. Particu-
larly important here are children’s perceptions
that their parents have somehow lost status
because they belong to a different and mar-
ginal culture. “The family’s language, the lan-
guage of its origins, of affection, of food, of the
mother, in many cases is abandoned in favour
of the second language, the language as
‘instrument’, which allows the foreign child to
be accepted outside of his or her family”
(Favaro, 1990).

While it is obviously difficult to general-
ize, it is worth stressing that these conflicts
should be given careful consideration in inter-
cultural education projects. It is particularly
important to avoid stereotypes. A favourite
commonplace among Italian teachers, for
example, is that teaching Chinese children is
easy on a cognitive level (and especially so in
the case of scientific and mathematical sub-
jects), but difficult on a socialization level
because of the strong cohesiveness of the Chi-
nese community. Yet, the few studies avail-
able show that Chinese children in Italian
schools are frequently reluctant to continue
studying their mother tongue (MPI-SIARES,
1992). A conflict therefore exists, even if
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sometimes only latent, between the aspira-
tions of the ethnic group and those of the indi-
vidual child: it is courting trouble to forget it.

More generally, and also in relation to
adult literacy courses, it is worth underscoring
that multicultural education, which targets
only specific ethnic or cultural groups, can
result in a ‘stigmatization’ of the individual.
Care must be taken to avoid situations in
which, perhaps even in innocuous ways, the
individual’s freedom of choice is limited.
When students are obliged to take special
courses or to attend a particular culcural centre,
they are in fact turned into hostages “tied for-
ever to a culture only because of their ethnic
origins, which is what happens when an indi-
vidual’s personal identity is confused with his
or her collective identity” (Bottani, 1990).

The Role of Curiosity in Education

A technical school in Rome uses most
unusual texts for French lessons: French/
Maghrebi rap. This is an excellent way to whet
students’ curiosity about the French language,
while building on a passion they already have.
And it helps them to learn about a complex
minority group and break away from the cur-
rent stereotype of the Maghrebi immigrant. In
an area of Rome where racism is Saturday
night’s live entertainment, the importance of
this should not be underestimated.

Music, of course, is not the only entry
point to understanding ethnic minorities:
developing-country games and, even more
frequently, cuisines are used as ‘educational
resources’. Teachers encourage students to

Immigrant children tend to acquire verbal and non-verbal behaviours resembling those of their native-born classmates.



rediscover the worldwide roots of Italian cui-
sine, discussing recipes and popular foods
from historical to present times. The Italians’
traditional curiosity about and passion for
food, commented one observer, has done
more than any sermon to bring Italians closer
to developing countries.

The subject is actually more serious than
it appears. Curiosity is one of the most valu-
able tools that children have, and one that
they are particularly adept at using. Children
learn about the world and situate themselves
in it by exploring, seeking and finding. They
frequently ask difficult questions, the kind
that adults are generally too embarrassed to
ask, and the kind that show up the preconcep-
tions and prejudices just under the surface of
that perfunctory tolerance of others so preva-
lent in the adult world.

One classic technique of intercultural
education is role play. Children enjoy pre-
tending to be different people and reveal a
great deal about themselves in the process,
especially their extraordinary zest for discov-
ery. Role-play techniques show the impor-
tance of teaching methods that lead children
almost to ‘stumble’ on problems, freeing their
creativity and desire for knowledge, and
enabling them to identify and learn about
these problems in new ways.

Do’s and Don‘ts:
The Vicenza Handbook

In Vicenza, a north-western Italian city, a
group of primary-school teachers and local
school officials taking part in a refresher course
wrote The Teachers’ Handbook for the Integration
and Schooling of Foreigners. The handbook,
which is an excellent idea in itself, is particu-
larly innovative in that it tackles a sensitive
theme, ‘Teachers’ Actitudes and Activities’.
Findings are summarized in a two-column
matrix of ‘Do’s’ and ‘Don’ts’.

Examples of what teachers should #or do
include: regard children only as pupils; con-
sider tests and other measures as infallible;
put children back a year in the belief that ini-
tial disparities linked to their limited knowl-
edge of Italian will be lasting; ignore and
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underestimate the-student’s knowledge (spo-
ken and usually also written) of their mother
tongue (their first language) while underscor-
ing their deficiencies and difficulties in Italian
(their second language); count on private les-
sons to help students catch up with the class
level; emphasize written Italian in the initial
phases; use idiomatic expressions and expect
foreign students to understand them immedi-
ately; and use abstract and wordy language.

This advice is at once obvious and surpris-
ing (especially the self-criticism about lan-
guage). It reveals an acute awareness that the
school’s treatment of students implicates their
futures. It also shows a recognition that the
school may sometimes seem to immigrant
children more like an obstacle course than a
place meant to fulfil their fundamental rights.

The proposals in the ‘Do’s’ column are
more numerous. Apart from some general
advice, a number of suggestions are reminders
of the fundamental purpose of intercultural
education, beyond the immediate tasks of
schooling. Some of the things that teachers
should do are: collect information about foreign
children’s culture in the local context; assign
students to classes appropriate to their ages,
planning classwork with flexibility; insist dur-
ing their first months in school that foreign chil-
dren acquire functional literacy (knowledge of
simple, everyday words and phrases) in Italian
so that they have an ‘instrument’ enabling
them to interact with their environment; teach
Italian to foreigners with the same care thatitis
taught to native speakers, adapting the pace to
the effective capacities of the students; alter-
nate the discussion of local culture with topics
relating to the immigrant culture (Volpato,
1992).

Another theme that comes out strongly in
the handbook is that the school can find
resources in the foreign student, even from a
linguistic point of view. In fact, although great
precaution is needed, as the story of Atif has
shown, it does seem possible that schools can
‘use’ minority students as part of an inter-
active teaching process that exploits (in a pos-
itive sense) the cultural diversity between
[talian and foreign students. A foreign lan-
guage could, for example, form the basis of a
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comparative language programme. This kind
of positive rethinking of intercultural educa-
tion underlies many of the ‘Do’s’ and ‘Don’ts’
set down in the handbook.

Conclusions

Approaches to the education of ethnic
minority children need to be thought out
more carefully, both in Iraly and in other
Western European countries. Partly because
of the emergency situation, these approaches
have until now given little importance to the
need to respect and protect the cultural iden-
tities of foreign children. Striking a balance,
albeit precarious and constantly questioned,

between traditional identity and acquired cul-
ture is essentially painful. However, this bal-
ance can be achieved with less suffering and
less wasted individual and collective effort if
individuals recognize that they are both vic-
tims and protagonists of processes existing in
a wider context. Making educative processes
central to the reception, schooling, accultura-
tion and professional training of ethnic minor-
ities is an important way of influencing this
balance. This approach also forms a point of
reference on which to build — and again ques-
tion and evaluate critically — effective integra-
tion policies.

Intercultural education tends to make
manifest and satisfy the need that the majority

Chinese schoolchildren jubilantly introducing their Florentine schoolmaies to their traditional dragon.



culture has to recognize, receive and respect
the minority groups that are found in its midst.
It 1s worth asking, however, how this actually
benefits the minority groups themselves. The
answer cannot be found by staying within the
limits of equality of possibilities and respect for
differences. In practice, the dilemma of the
basic objectives underlying education policies
for minorities — integration/assimilation versus
separation/stigmatization — is both a condition-
ing factor and a pseudo problem. It is a condi-
tioning factor because in defining the form and
content of education, policies have to choose
between strategies promoting a common cul-
ture and those favouring distinct ethnic cul-
tures. At the same time, the dilemma is only
apparent because the distinction between the
two positions is blurred when seen in the com-
plex and infinitely variable reality of social
processes. In practice, the choice between inte-
gration and separation, more than a dilemma,
represents a tension between different cultures
and social images, which blend and clash, pro-
ducing a precarious equilibrium that must con-
stantly be renegotiated in the light of changing
economic and social conditions.

But precisely because intercultural educa-
tion involves exchange and reciprocity and a
continual renegotiation of balances, it requires
planning that is rooted in the reality of the
schools. It requires an awareness of what is
being done, why it is being done and the goals
to be achieved. On an operational level, it
means adapting school subjects, which Gokalp
(1989) calls ‘subjects of otherness™ history
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needs to be extended in time; geography, in

space; literature and the arts, in the time and

space of the individual and social imagination,
and so forth. On a practical level, three steps
are now both indispensable and urgent:

e a revision of manuals and textbooks;

e in-service training courses for teachers
(including teachers not already involved in
pilot projects, so as to avoid the creation of
a few happy ‘islands’ for immigrant chil-
dren in the general indifference of the
school system);

e the involvement of local authorities, NGOs,
institutions and private social structures in the
intercultural education projects promoted by
the school (to ensure that the diverse educa-
tional structures, both formal and non-formal,
do not apply different educational policies for
the same immigrant groups).

Finally, it is worth recalling that migration
entails a two-sided relationship - ‘we’ and ‘they’
— and the ‘minority problem’ is actually the
problem of the majority (Lewin, 1980). The
important role education plays, together with
improved forms of communication, in deter-
mining the relationship between the majority
culture and immigrant minorities should there-
fore not be underestimated. As Teodoro Ndjock
Ngana, protagonist of one of the most interest-
ing Italian intercultural education projects, has
noted: “By setting up barriers to knowledge and
information, we are setting up barriers to
peace.” All of us — adults and children alike —
have a lot to lose from these barriers.
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For ethnic
minority children,
including these
young Gypsies in
Iraly, striking a
balance between
traditional
identity and
acquired culture
can be a painful
process.
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PANEL 2

THE MONITORING PROCESS
AND THE CASE OF INDIGENOUS CHILDREN

Since entering into force on 2 September 1990, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (1989} has been ratified by 174 nations. States Parties to the Convention are initially obliged to report
within two years and subsequently every five years to a special treaty body, the Committee on the Rights
of the Child, which has been set up to monitor Governments’ compliance with the Convention. The Com-
mittee is composed of ten experts elected for a four-year renewable term. The prerequisites for the posi-
tion are “high moral standing and recognized competence” in the children’s rights field.

Article 45 of the Convention defines the methods of work of the Committee. It establishes that the
Committee may (a) invite the specialized agencies, UNICEF and “competent bodies”, including non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), “as it may consider appropriate to provide expert advice on the
implementation of the Convention ...”; (b) transmit to the specialized agencies, UNICEF and other com-
petent bodies, States Parties’ reports that “contain a request, or indicate a need, for technical advice
or assistance”; {c) recommend that the United Nations undertake studies on specific children’s rights
issues; and (d) “make suggestions and general recommendations based on information received”.

NGOs may also submit information to the Committee, including a critique of the State Party report
in the form of an ‘alternative report’. National coalitions of NGOs have been formed in several countries
to prepare ‘alternative reports’. Noteworthy among these to date is the network of 183 organizations
that contributed to the ‘alternative report’ from the United Kingdom, UK Agenda for Children, published
by the Children’s Rights Development Unit in April 1994.

Under Article 44 (para. 6) of the Convention, States Parties have an obligation to make their reports
widely available to the general public within their countries. Recognizing the need to make as much
information as possible available not only within specific countries but also internationally, UNICEF
Geneva and the United Nations Centre for Human Rights have developed a full text database of chil-
dren’s rights information. The database holds information about Committee members, terms of office, |
meetings of the Committee, the text of the Convention, declarations, reservations, objections, dates of
signing and ratification, the full text of State Party reports, concluding observations, country analyses,
NGO ‘alternative reports’, summary records and the United States Department of State human rights
reports.

The database has comprehensive searching capacities. A search conducted in September 1995, for
example, yielded, almost instantaneously, a list of every document in the database in which the word
‘indigenous’ appeared. Thereafter, the full text of a number of documents was accessed and the exact
location of the discussion of indigenous issues quickly reached. The search provided many examples of
different aspects of the situation of indigenous children. From this wealth of information, the situation
of indigenous children in the Philippines will be discussed in detail and a summary provided of salient
indigenous issues in a number of other countries.

INDIGENOUS CHILDREN report. Third, excerpts from the State Party report,
IN THE PHILIPPINES the NGO ‘alternative report’ and the Committee's
concluding observations together form a composite

The case of indigenous children in the Philip-  picture that not only reveals a good deal about the
pines has been singled out for a number of rea- situation of indigenous children in the Philippines but

sons. First, the Philippines was one of the first also raises issues of a more universal nature.
States to become party to the Convention, and con-

sequently the Committee has already considered Philippines State Party Report (CRC/C/3/Add.23)
its initial report and adopted concluding observa-

tions on it. Second, the Philippine NGO coalition In a pre-ratification review of existing laws and
has submitted a detailed ‘alternative report’,which policies on child survival, development and protection,
can usefully be contrasted with the State Party -
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it was found that there were no national laws spe-
cifically relating to children of minorities or indige-
nous communities (para. 11). To harmonize national
law and policy with the Convention, the Govern-
ment passed a Special Protection Act, which
affirms that indigenous children are “entitled to
protection, survival -and development consistent
with the customs and traditions of their respective
communities”. The Act envisages the institution of
culture-specific and relevant alternative systems of
education. It also states that the delivery of basic
services in health and nutrition to indigenous chil-
dren should be given priority, that indigenous chil-
dren should receive equal attention in hospitals and
other health institutions, and that indigenous health
practices should be respected (paras. 252-254).

The report admits that despite this strong legal
framework, the inaccessibility of most of the areas
where indigenous communities live has con-
strained effective delivery of services to them.
Moreover, natural calamities have aggravated the
situation by destroying existing infrastructure.”In-
frastructure problems which reduce physical
access to schools..., funding constraints, and lack
of teachers, classrooms, other school facilities and
institutional materials” are factors that work
against the full realization of children’s rights in
indigenous areas {para. 183).

The State Party identifies three implementa-
tion priorities relating to indigenous issues over the
next five years: “the gathering of baseline data on
children of indigenous communities, together with
a comprehensive assessment of their needs, and
the regular monitoring of service delivery to them”
(para. 256).

NGO ‘Alternative Report’

The NGO ‘alternative report’, entitled Philip-
pines NGO Coalition, was issued on 24 March 1994
by the NGO Coalition for Monitoring the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child. The report sustains
that “children of indigenous peoples have little or
no access to education, health services, safe water,
etc., due to their geographical location and discrim-
ination. Half of the child victims of the armed con-
flict are children of indigenous peoples.” Indige-
nous leaders “have explicitly stated that the
schools ... discriminate against the children of tribal
communities” and that “students who graduate
are alienated from their cultural communities

because of this failure to consider and truly respect
their culture and life styles”.

“Pressures put upon tribal families result in
family break-ups due to economic hardships and
the gradual disintegration of their culture. The incur-
sion of so-called development projects into their
communities, infringing on their ancestral domain,
rudely disrupts their lives by causing dislocation of
hundreds of families. ... The small number of chil-
dren who could avail of public education (by walk-
ing long distances to school everyday) ... still have
to contend with discrimination by lowlanders. The
kind of education they receive is usually culturally in-
appropriate. Moreover, the vigorous marketing of
junk food, cigarettes and other lowland commercial
products, the reduction in the use of herbal medi-
cine due to the proliferation of western medicine,
and destruction of forests which is their source of
food and herbal medicine, have aggravated the
already deteriorating health situation of indigenous
children.”

This section of the NGO report concludes by
stating that “it is only by enabling the survival and
continuing growth of indigenous peoples, respect-
ing their rights to self-determination and to their
ancestral domain that children of indigenous peo-
ples will truly be protected”. The report urges the
Government to take steps to provide basic social
services to indigenous children in ways that genu-
inely respect their own culture and way of life while
working towards a determination of their “best
interests”.

Committee’s Concluding Observations
(CRC/C/15/Add.29, 15/02/95)

The Committee expressed satisfaction at the
commitment the Philippines has shown by enacting
new laws and by adopting a National Plan of Action
for Children following the 1990 World Summit for
Children. Despite "serious efforts and achieve-
ments in the area of legislative reform”, however,
the Committee felt that additional steps were
needed to bring national legislation into full conform-
ity with the Convention. Laws were needed, for
instance, relating to the minimum age of access to
employment, the compulsory schooling age limit,
the minimum age of criminal responsibility, and the
administration of juvenile justice, including depriva-
tion of liberty and criminalization of vagrancy {para.
8). Moreover, more attention should be paid to the

-
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Convention’s Article 4 concerning the allocation of
resources. “The present balance of resource alloca-
tion in the State Party between the social and other
sectors, and the high proportion of military expend-
itures to the detriment of child-related issues were
two areas needing attention. Other areas of concern
were the unequal distribution of national wealth and
disparities in the enjoyment of the rights provided
for under the Convention, to the detriment of poor
urban children, children living in rural areas and chil-
dren belonging to minorities (or ‘cultural’ communi-
ties)"” {para. 10). The Committee was also “preoccu-
pied by the level of violence and the high incidence
of il-treatment and abuse of children, including
cases attributed to the police or military personnel”
{para. 14).

The Committee recommended that “more
children’s rights-oriented training programmes ...
be organized for various professional groups such
as teachers, judges, social workers and police offi-
cials. Such programmes should emphasize the pro-
motion and protection of the fundamental rights of
the child and the child’s sense of dignity.” NGOs
and children and youth groups were also encour-
aged “to pay attention to the need to change atti-
tudes as part of their advocacy action” (para. 22).

The Committee emphasized that the principle of
non-discrimination, as provided for under Article 2 of
the Convention, must be fully applied. It urged the
Government to take a more active approach to elim-
inate discrimination against certain groups of chil-
dren, including indigenous children (para. 23). It also
recommended that a comprehensive reform of the
system of administration of juvenile justice be under-
taken, and encouraged the State Party to seek tech-
nical assistance in this area from the Centre for
Human Rights and the Crime Prevention and Crimi-
nal Justice Branch of the United Nations {para 27).

INDIGENOUS CHILDREN ELSEWHERE

The situation of indigenous peoples in the Phil-
ippines is in many ways strikingly similar to their sit-
uation elsewhere:
¢ In Bolivia, despite the current democratic con-

text, “many indigenous children are still discrim-
inated against and special attention needs to be
paid to their participation in society”. Moreover,
because Spanish is the official language of
instruction, Aymara, Quechua or Guarani children
are prevented from enjoying their education
rights. “The Ministry of Education, supported by

UNESCO, is in the pilot stage of a project for
intercultural and multilingual education that will
enable these children to learn in their autochtho-
nous language as well as in Spanish” {(Initial
report, CRC/C/3/ADD.18, 22/06/93). In a discus-
sion session, the Committee asked the State Par-
ty's representative if the adoption of the Roman
Catholic religion as the ‘official State religion’
was not in contradiction with the right of indige-
nous children to have their own religion and cul-
ture. Specific information was also requested
concerning the translation of the Convention into
the indigenous languages (paras. 23 and 46,
CRC/C/SR.52, 22/01/93). In its concluding obser-
vations, the Committee expressed its concern
that the "vulnerable groups of children, including
girl children, indigenous children and children liv-
ing in poverty, are particularly disadvantaged in
their access to adequate health and educational
facilities and are the primary victims of such
abuses as sale and trafficking, child labour and
sexual and other forms of exploitation” (CRC/C/
15/ADD.1, 18/02/93).

In Colombia, the indigenous communities won
recognition of their cultural identity in the 1991
Constitution, which provides that Colombia is a
multicultural nation (Initial report, CRC/C/8/Add.3,
10/06/93). In preliminary observations, the Com-
mittee expressed its concern over the significant
gap between the laws adopted to protect and
promote children’s rights and their practical appli-
cation. It also noted the existence of discrimina-
tory and adverse social attitudes, particularly
among law enforcement officials, towards vul-
nerable groups of children (CRC/C/15/Add.15,
7/02/93). The Commiittee concluded that despite
“one of the most favourable economic growth
rates and one of the lowest amounts of per cap-
ita foreign indebtedness in the region, ... many
children ..., including a large proportion of rural
and indigenous children, have been economically
and socially marginalized and have limited or no
access to adequate education or health care ser-
vices” (para. 11, CRC/C/15/Add.30, 15/02/95).
In Honduras, according to the Committee,
“greater efforts are required to make the princi-
ples and provisions of the Convention widely
known to and understood by adults and children
alike”. Such information should be prepared in
the languages of children belonging to minorities

or indigenous groups and should reach the people
-
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living in the remoter rural areas. Training material
and programmes about the rights of the child
should also be prepared and provided to person-
nel and professionals working with children,
including judges, teachers, those working in ins-
titutions for children and law enforcement offi-
cials (para. 23). In addition, the Committee sug-
gested that the State Party consider the
possibility of adopting adequate measures to
implement ILO Convention No. 169, concerning
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (para. 35, conclud-
ing observations, CRC/15/ADD.24, 24/10/94).

e In Paraguay, the State Party report informs, there
are 17 ethnic groups, belonging to five linguistic
families. According to the 1982 National Census
of the Indigenous Population, of the 29,437 chil-
dren of school age, 33 per cent (9,732 children)
had attended primary school and 173 children
(0.58) secondary school. The percentage that
went on to university is not known (para.
147,CRC/C/3/Add.22, undated). The Committee
noted in its concluding observations the persist-
ence of discrimination against children belonging
to minority and indigenous groups, contrary to
the provisions of Article 2 of the Convention
(para. 8, CRC/C/15/ADD.27, 24/10/94).

INFORMATION
AND THE MONITORING PROCESS

Self-criticism by the States Parties themselves
is particularly important as it is indicative of the
political will to recognize and tackle existing short-
comings, which is the first step towards the realiza-
tion of children’s rights. The NGO ‘alternative
reports’, of course, tend to be far more critical of
the country situation, which is consistent with the
NGO's traditional ‘gadfly’ role in relation to govern-
ments. The Committee itself takes the information
provided by different sources into consideration
and endeavours to measure each country’s per-
formance in fulfilling its obligations under the Con-
vention.

One of the tasks of the Committee is to mon-
itor the monitoring process within each individual
country. In the case of the Philippines, the Commit-
tee pointed out in its concluding observations that
“the lack of efficient mechanisms to monitor the

situation of children is a matter of concern”. Espe-
cially serious were the “lack of reliable qualitative
and gquantitative data, a shortage of means to
implement programmes, and a lack of indicators
and mechanisms to evaluate the progress and
impact of policies adopted” {para. 20, CRC/C/15/
Add. 29, 15/02/95). The NGO ‘alternative report’ of
Mexico, Children’s Rights and the Situation of Chil-
dren in Mexico, submitted by the Colectivo
Mexicano de Apoyo a la Nifiez (COMEXANI), dis-
cussed some of the difficulties encountered in
obtaining data. Although there were grass-roots
organizations with first-hand knowledge that could
make important contributions to the analysis of the
situation of vulnerable children, including in indige-
nous areas, they had not been able to collaborate
because they lacked time or adequate information-
handling tools. Specific support for research about
the human rights situation of indigenous children
was needed.

Even when it is generally satisfied with the
comprehensiveness of the State Party report, as in
the case of Sweden, the Committee has sustained
that “more information is needed on the situation of
vulnerable groups, particularly minority children,
including indigenous children, and neglected children
in the major city areas” (concluding observations,
CRC/C/15/Add.2,18/02/93). The UK Agenda for Chil-
dren pointed out that the Committee had “already
formally considered about 20 initial reports ..., and
shown that the exercise is by no means one of
rubber-stamping. There has been rigorous interro-
gation, requests for detailed further information,
and in one case a State has been asked to with-
draw its report and submit a more detailed one”
{(page xii). In the Preface to this same report, the
Committee’s Chair Hoda Badran states that a “crit-
ical part” of the process of translating the Conven-
tion’s provisions into effective change in children’s
lives is “the need for detailed monitoring and eval-
uation of how far the rights contained in the Con-
vention are respected in individual countries. Only
with such information is it possible to begin to iden-
tify the changes that are needed. Only through
such a process is it possible to open up a debate
about the rights and status of children in society.”
In sum, much information is already available, but
much more is needed.
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EDUCATION AND
THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
OF LATIN AMERICA

LUCIA DEMILO

“It is said that the ideal meeting is berween a
grandfather who has already lost his memory and a
grandson who does not yet have a memory. Never-
theless, this will nor be the starting point of our
great efforts to ensure that the memory which is
retained by our sons and daughters is neither our
own nor the one lost by their grandparents.”

Federico Mayor (1993)

Introduction

Significant advances have been made in
recent years in the situation of the world’s indig-
enous peoples in general and their access to
education in particular. The World Conference
on Education for All, held in Jomtien, Thailand,
in March 1990, and the International Year for
the Indigenous Peoples of the World, cele-
brated in 1993 and soon to become a decade,
have had an impact not only on national policies
towards indigenous peoples but also on mult-
lateral and bilateral cooperation. These global
events have pointed to the need for educational
programmes that respond to indigenous peo-
ple’s basic learning needs — an education that,
at least in Latin America, should be bilingual
and intercultural.

Today there is greater acceptance than in
the past of the rights of indigenous peoples to
be consulted in matters that affect them and
to participate in decision-making at all levels
of government, including at the international
level where they are now more widely recog-
nized as interlocutors. These rights are form-
ally acknowledged in the 1989 International

Labour Organisation {ILLO) Convention con-
cerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (No.
169). Indigenous peoples have therefore
entered the political scene as new actors,
which in turn has contributed to enhancing
the internal democracy of the countries con-
cerned (Calderén er a/., 1993). Indeed, while
in Europe ethnicity is currently associated
with wars and intolerance, in some Latin
American countries ethnic plurality is increas-
ingly viewed as an enriching factor. Even in
the case of the indigenous uprising in
Chiapas, Mexico, the claims advanced were
not of a separatist nature.

Statements made at the Ibero-American
Summits in Guadalajara, Mexico, and Madrid,
Spain, in 1991 and 1992 respectively, indicate a
radical turnabout in the official language used
in indigenous policies. This change of attitude
is also apparent in the 1989 ILO Convention,
which refers in its Preamble to the need for
“new international standards ... with a view to
removing the assimilationist orientation of the
earlier standards”. The heightened respect for
indigenous cultures and identities is reflected
in the national legislation of several States. Nic-
aragua and Chile have enacted specific laws in
favour of indigenous populations; Argentina
and Bolivia have given greater attention in their
education policies to cultural and linguistic
diversity; Brazil, Colombia and Paraguay have
amended their constitutions, making them
more pluralist and democratic.

However, if official statements and legal
provisions suggest improved relations and
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greater dialogue between indigenous peoples
and governments, the everyday reality of these
populations still leaves little cause for opti-
mism. Their dealings with middle-level public
officials, for Instance, remain contentious.
Moreover, their economic progress lags far
behind their political gains. In some countries,
changes in agrarian policies have negatively
affected the interests of indigenous communi-
ties and are likely to have serious repercussions
on their social situation and the environment.

Social Indicators and Statistics

Most Latin American countries are multi-
ethnic. The continent as a whole is populated

There are 400 ethnic groups in Latin America accounting for about 40 million persons.

by 400 ethnic groups accounting for about 40
million persons. Some countries, notably
Bolivia and Guatemala, have an indigenous
majority, representing over 60 per cent of the
total population, while others, such as Colom-
bia, Venezuela and Argentina, have far lower
indigenous percentages.

Until recently, indigenous populations
were grossly underestimated in national and
regional statistics. ‘Negation’ of their exis-
tence was in practice an essential part of the
assimilation policies prevalent in most mod-
ern States, as has been well documented (see,
for example, Bonfin Batalla, 1987; FLACSO,
1982; Inter-American Indigenous Institute,
1990; Stavenhagen, 1980; and Stavenhagen




and Nolasco, 1988). Demographic statistics
relating to indigenous children were particu-
larly inaccurate. One reason is that, in the
absence of precise indicators on who should
be considered indigenous, many censuses
adopted language as the defining criterion,
thereby excluding young children (Peyser
and Chackiel, 1993). As a result, socio-
linguistic data collected in various countries
have suggested that indigenous populations
are elderly, when they are in fact young and

have high fertility rates (CELADE, 1992).

This inaccuracy has inevitably impacted neg-

atively on national education policies.

Recent censuses in many countries have
made progress in correcting previous under-
reporting, and have also highlighted the dra-
matic gulf in social indicators between indige-
nous and non-indigenous populations:

¢ In Colombia, according to the 1993 indige-
nous census, the population of the Wayuu
(commonly known as the Guajiros) is 50 per
cent higher than previously reported.
Almost 70 per cent have had no access to
education; only 21 per cent have completed
primary education; and a mere 1 per cent
have had access to higher education. Less
than one third of the Wayuu are bilingual,
whereas 64 per cent speak only their own
language (Wayuuniki), and 3 per cent speak
only Spanish (Ruiz and Bodnar, 1993).

¢ In Chile, a recent study puts the Mapuche
population at 900,000 instead of 500,000 as
estimated earlier (Aylwin, 1993). The infant
mortality rate for this indigenous group is
more than double the national average and
their average life expectancy is similar to
early-1970 levels for the country as a whole
(CELADE, 1991).

¢ In Venezuela, 1992 indigenous census data
show that almost 58 per cent of the indige-
nous population is under 20 years of age and
55.6 per cent of the 5-24 age group do not
attend school. Moreover, 65.6 per cent of
indigenous communities have no schools,
and 86.8 per cent have no dispensaries for
medicaments (Allais, 1993).

e In Guatemala and in Bolivia, the mean
earnings of non-indigenous populations are
estimated to be respectively 2.37 and 1.62
times higher than those of indigenous people
(Psacharopoulous, 1992). The same World
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Bank study notes that in countries with a
high proportion of ethnic population,
“those who are indigenous have much
lower levels of educational attainment and
receive less rewards in the labour market
relative to the non-indigenous group. We
also conclude that education is a good
investment for both groups, i.e. including
the indigenous people” (ibid., p. 19).

Education and Indigenous Peoples:
Who Decides?

Clearly, indigenous peoples themselves
should assume responsibility, jointly with the
government, for their own education. For this
kind of collaboration to occur, fundamental
changes in education policies are needed, so
as to leave “an ever greater amount of
decision-making power in the hands of the
communities with regard to the contents,
methods and, in general, organization and
functioning of the school system”. This
would require “something more than ‘taking
into account’ the opinion of the communities:
it means accepting and respecting their deci-
sions” (Bonfil Batalla, 1987, p. 241).

In the past, governments entrusted mis-
sionaries with the education and ‘develop-
ment’ of indigenous ‘souls’ (see box on p. 27).
Today, even if there are still many church-run
schools, indigenous families and communities
are following other paths and are increasingly
critical of earlier education models, even
those that were bilingual. They are also far
more involved in the education process itself,
either individually or through ethnic or multi-
ethnic organizations that represent them at
national and international levels. Mainly set
up to work for land rights, these organizations
now also champion improved educational
measures. Among the most notable are the
National Indigenous Organization of Colom-
bia (ONIC), the Confederation of Indigenous
Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE), the
Indigenous Association of the Peruvian For-
est (AIDESEP), the East Bolivian Indigenous
Confederation (CIDOB), the Assembly of the
Guaran{ People (APG) in Bolivia, and, at the
subregional level, the Indigenous Confedera-
tion of the Amazonian Basin (COICA).
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Indigenous organizations have taken a
strong stand against educational measures
that disregard their people’s cultural identi-
ties and languages. They are especially mis-
trustful of ‘top-down’ approaches imposed by
governments and international donors, even
when programmes have supposedly been
scaled to their needs (Lépez, 1994). If forced
to accept this type of programme because no
others are available, they try, whenever possi-
ble, to make improvements in it.

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
work actively with indigenous organizations and
communities in the field of education. As gov-
ernments and international donors have become
more open to cooperating with indigenous
peoples and their organizations, NGOs have
gradually ceased to act as intermediaries and
have taken up a new role as technical advisors.

Indigenous peoples’ main demands are
set out in their declarations. In recent years,
meetings among indigenous groups have
increased. Education has been an important
issue at a number of these, most recently the
International Congress of Indigenous Peoples
on Education, held in Wollongong, Australia,
at the end of 1993. One of the constant
themes of this congress was the fundamental
right of all indigenous people to be who they
are — namely, indigenous.

Why Bilingual?

Indigenous peoples have the right to
speak their own language, as well as the right
(but not the obligation) to learn the national
language used by the majority population.
The 1989 United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child places considerable
emphasis on the cultural and linguistic identi-
ties of children:
¢ Article 8 refers to the need to respect the right
of the child to preserve his or her identity.

¢ Article 13 specifies that “[t]he child shall
have the right to freedom of expression;
this right shall include freedom to seek,
receive and impart information and ideas of
all kinds ...” .

¢ Article 29 views the family and the child’s
cultural roots as intrinsically important to
his or her development. Among other aims,

it states that education should be directed
to: “the development of respect for the
child’s parents, his or her own cultural iden-
tity, language and values” (para. 1l.c); and
“the preparation of the child for responsible
life in a free society, in the spirit of under-
standing, peace, tolerance, equality of
sexes, and friendship among all peoples,
ethnic, national and religious groups and
persons of indigenous origin” (para 1.d).

o Article 30 again refers specifically to the
indigenous population: “In those States in
which ethnic, religious or linguistic minori-
ties or persons of indigenous origin exist, a
child belonging to such a minority or who is
indigenous shall not be denied the right, in
community with other members of his or
her group, to enjoy his or her own culture,
to profess and practise his or her own reli-
gion, or to use his or her own language”.

The Convention therefore recognizes the
right of indigenous children to maintain and
develop their own cultural identities and
values and to express themselves freely,
including in their mother tongue. By implica-
tion, they also have a right to have access to
education in their own language. There obvi-
ously can be no freedom of expression where
children are not permitted or enabled to use
their own language, as has continued to occur
through the years in many schools for indige-
nous children. Children may even be physi-
cally punished or humiliated simply because
they dare to speak the language they have
always used. One Mexican indigenous
woman relates that:

... What [affected] me the most was
going to a non-bilingual school and
losing the habit of speaking the indig-
enous language. For example, there
were punishments, including having
to stand up for an hour or being pun-
ished by 20 strokes of the cane for
uttering words in the mother tongue
(D’Emilio, 1989).

Similarly, indigenous children are often
punished and humiliated for not speaking the
national language well and are even labelled



as slow learners because they, quite under-
standably, have difficulty learning new con-
cepts in this unfamiliar language.

Education systems have traditionally
been reluctant to introduce changes, even
when national censuses have clearly docu-
mented socio-linguistic variables. For in-
stance, while almost three quarters of the
Bolivian population speak an indigenous lan-
guage, language has never been used within
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the education system as a criterion for plan-
ning and for allocating human resources.
Bilingual education has long been consid-
ered to be a valid strategy for improving the
quality of education. From the early 1950s,
the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural  Organization (UNESCO)
emphasized the advantages of education in
the individual’s mother tongue. Evaluations
of experiences of bilingual education show

Indigenous girls are especially vulnerable to the trauma of having to learn in an unfamiliar language.
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that in practice children learn better in their
native language and that, once they are liter-
ate in that language, they have little difficulty
transferring their skills to a new language.

In attempting to respond to the question
‘Why bilingual?’, this section can only deal
with some of the issues, specifically those
related to the rights of the child and the proc-
ess of learning. Issues of social equity and
reducing discrepancies in educational indica-
tors among different social groups are also cru-
cial to the debate.

In this context, indigenous girls and
women have not only a right to, but also a par-
ticular need for, bilingual education. Because
they are generally relegated to domestic and
agricultural work, they have less contact with
the wider society and consequently fewer
opportunities to speak the dominant lan-
guage. More than their male counterparts,
then, they tend to be monolingual in their
native language, or only just beginning to be
bilingual. They are therefore especially vul-
nerable to the trauma of having to learn in an
unfamiliar language. Bilingual programmes
help them to extend their opportunities for
social exchange. These programmes can also
be an important means for indigenous gitls to
break the ‘vicious circle’ in which they have
been caught until recently: going to school to
learn the dominant language and then leaving
school because they have not learned it ade-
quately (D’Emilio, 1989).

It is worth noting in this respect that tradi-
tional Latin American education systems did
not achieve the ideal of linguistic homogene-
ity mainly because of their failure to adopt
appropriate methods for the teaching of a sec-
ond language. This should come as no sur-
prise as, in practice, the systems were inher-
ently self-contradictory: they denied that
diversity existed rather than taking it into
account, even though their ultimate aim was
to eliminate such diversity.

Bilingual education as it is currently
taught in many indigenous areas has some
serious limitations. State schools catering to
indigenous children generally have highly
inadequate facilities and poorly trained teach-
ers. When given a bilingual programme to fol-
low, teachers often prefer to use the language

most commonly spoken, and therefore most
easily understood, by their pupils. In addition,
teachers may not be proficient in the dominant
language and therefore provide unsatisfactory
models for the children. To counter these diffi-
culties, some bilingual education programmes
have made good use of audio maternials, such as
cassettes, recordings and radio programmes.
Another fundamental problem lies in the initial
design of bilingual education programmes.
Many are planned for situations in which learn-
ers speak a single native language. However,
the socio-linguistic situation of indigenous
communities may be far more complex, especi-
ally in pluri-ethnic zones such as settlements,
and urban peripheries populated by rural
migrants. Similarly, programmes designed for a
specific age group or sex may be inappropriate
in the context in which they are eventually
used.

Why Intercultural?

Education must be intercultural so that
the richness of the cultural plurality that char-
acterizes many of the world’s nations, particu-
larly in Latin America, is recognized,
respected and fully appreciated. This is notan
easy task and, as often is the case, words and
deeds are worlds apart.

Emphasis was initially placed only on
‘bilingual’ education; this then became ‘bicul-
tural’, and eventually ‘intercultural’, educa-
tion. However, these concepts have not been
fully elaborated in bilingual intercultural edu-
cation projects and programmes in Latin
America. This is partly because, by involving
and giving a say to people who have never had
such opportunities, these programmes tend to
attach more importance to self-affirmation
than to tolerance and respect for diversity. In
this context, just as the most commonly used
language tends to be promoted more than the
second language, the students’ own knowl-
edge and traditions are more highly valued
than those from other cultural sources. It
would be useful to explore the extent to
which this approach constitutes a limitation in
the initial school years, or whether it is a nec-
essary stage in the education of children
whose identities have been negated. Another



subject worth investigating is the potential
correlation between levels of bilingualism and
respect for cultural differences.

A number of education systems have, in
principle at least, adopted an intercultural
approach not only for the indigenous popula-
tion but also for the children of the dominant
culture. The proposed education reform in
Bolivia, for example, integrates plurality and
specificity, national and local concerns, and
unity and diversity in a common national cur-
riculum, which is, by its very nature, intercul-
tural. In this way, indigenous culture is not
merely a local concern, but forms an intrinsic
part of the development of a national pluralist
State. It will be interesting to see the qualita-
tive results of this reform in terms of the toler-
ance, self-affirmation and self-confidence of
children and adolescents in a country whose
majority is indigenous.

Indigenous peoples, students and teachers
can study the indigenous cultural heritage,
compare it with other cultures and modernize
it. In this way, the cultural background of the
child becomes the principal reference point
and educational resource in the learning proc-
ess. For example, because indigenous peoples
have traditionally lived in areas that are biolog-
ically highly diversified, they have developed
unique and very precise categories in their lan-
guages for different aspects of the natural
world (Vallejos, 1993). The profound under-
standing and wisdom of these age-old cultures
could be usefully shared and could contribute
to the development of a new and more sustain-
able approach to the environment. Indigenous
organizations have proposed that this type of
subject matter be included in bilingual inter-
cultural curricula. So too should other areas of
concern to indigenous peoples such as recipes
using natural ingredients and simple cures for
common ailments.

The indigenous culture is therefore an
important resource to be tapped, and not just
by education systems. It is also essential to a
more sustainable and equitable economic
development of the region. Similarly, the ten-
sion between cultural identity and modernity
must be adequately considered in develop-
ment processes. This tension has given rise to
“a complex intercultural web, in which cul-
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tural identities and signs of modernity conflict
and merge in many contradictory forms”
(Calderén et al., 1993, p. 2). This intercultural
web should be adopted as common culcural
property, since “... far from constituting an
obstacle to our achievement of modernity, it
should be our specific means of being mod-
ern” (ibid.). According to this logic, then,
intercultural education can help to form indi-
viduals who are capable of functioning in dif-
ferent cultural universes while adopting the
best of each of them for a richer life.

The tension between cultural identity
and modernity is constantly found in the
design and implementation of education pro-
grammes for indigenous populations. This
tension is especially evident where there is a
strong argument in favour of ‘affirmative
action’, or preferential treatment of indige-
nous children, and particularly girls, in disad-
vantaged cultural contexts. Once again, this is
not a case for neatly applying the solutions
found in manuals, but rather for learning from
the contradictions inherent in the current sys-
tem and assessing what is sound, what should
be changed, and how. This requires that gov-
ernments and indigenous peoples work
together to create a political strategy for a new
form of ‘citizenship’, “positioning it at the
crossroads between the right of political rep-
resentation and the right to use public spaces
for the affirmation of cultural identities”
(ibid., p.19).

The Resulis of Bilingual
Intercultural Education

Little provision has been made for the reg-
ular monitoring and evaluation of the bilingual
intercultural education programmes introduced
in Latin America thus far. There are also few
longitudinal studies available of the educational
outcomes of children who have participated in
bilingual programmes at the primary level
(which is where virtually all of these pro-
grammes have been implemented) and then
continued their secondary education in normal
schools. Nevertheless, although not systemati-
cally, some investigations and evaluations of
bilingual intercultural education programmes
have been undertaken, including comparative
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Studies conducted on bilingual intercuitural
education in Latin America over the past two dec-
ades {Ldpez, 1992, 1993 and 1994) have found
that:

¢ Bilingualism does not have an adverse effect
on the intellectual growth of indigenous chil-
dren, nor does it prevent them from effectively
learning a second language.

¢ |t is easier and more efficient to learn to read
and write in the language best known and most
widely used in everyday communication, partic-
ularly if the aim is reading comprehension and
written expression, and not merely mechanical
reading and writing.

e Practice in speaking the second language is
needed before students can proceed to read
and write in that language.

e An educational system fostering bilingualism

About Bilingualism

¢ A close relationship {some specialists would

¢ Students must reach a certain degree of profi-

provides an advantage to students, since the
use of two linguistic systems is associated with
greater cognitive flexibility and enhanced ability
to use language in general in new contexts.

even say interdependence) is evident between
initial linguistic development in the mother
tongue and subsequent acquisition of a second
language.

ciency in a language before they can actively
participate in classes and develop complex log-
ical and cognitive facilities in that language. The
entry level is fairly high: merely being able to
communicate ‘socially’ in the second language
is not enough. This distinction has important
implications for the development of education
programmes for children who are in the proc-
ess of becoming bilingual.

studies. A preliminary assessment can there-
fore be made of the achievements and limita-
tions of these programmes as well as their con-
tribution to the imp;ovement of education in
general (see box).

In an attempt to narrow research gaps, the
bilingual intercultural education project under
way in Bolivia since 1990 with the support of
UNICEF has instituted a longitudinal evalua-
tion system. Its objective is to compare the out-
comes of a sample group of children from bilin-
gual schools, particularly Guarani schools, and a
control group of peers from non-bilingual
schools. The results obtained in the bilingual
schools have been highly encouraging. Nearly
70 per cent of the initial cohort in the bilingual
schools completed both second and third
grades, whereas in the case of non-bilingual
schools, only 58 per cent completed second
grade and even fewer, 42 per cent, completed
third grade (Robles, 1993).

Second-grade Dbilingual schoolchildren
scored significantly higher on reading and
writing tests than their non-bilingual counter-
parts. Among the items analysed, the smallest
differences were found in ‘copying’ and the
most significant differences in reading and
carrying out instructions (ibid.). In other
words, bilingual schooling appears to achieve
broader and better reading comprehension
skills, while traditional schools give greater
importance to the more mechanical aspects of

the process of learning to read and write.
Evaluation studies undertaken in Guatemala
and Mexico also point to better reading com-
prehension for students in bilingual schools
(see Lopez, 1993).

Evaluations of the Bolivian experience also
show that bilingual intercultural education has
had the almost-immediate result of changing
children’s attitudes towards school. Children
appear to be less inhibited — they are not
afraid or ashamed to ask questions and correct
the teacher if he or she makes a mistake. Fol-
lowing a visit to bilingual schools in Bolivia in
1993, Christine Lundy of the Canadian
National Committee for UNICEF noted that
what was “particularly impressive was the be-
haviour of girls in bilingual classes, who showed
both self-confidence and a good grasp of the
material they had been taught” (Lundy, 1993).

A possible levelling function of bilingual
education emerges in an appraisal of the Puno
Experimental Bilingual Education Project
(PEEB) in Peru:

PEEB schools concentrate on the
development of children who have
traditionally been at a disadvantage in
their schooling (girls and children
with the least extra-scholastic access
to Spanish), by emphasizing Spanish,
writing and mathematical problems;
that is, ... those disciplines which



require a higher initial degree of com-
municative competence. .. [The
schools] tend to diminish the initial
disadvantage shown by girls and chil-
dren with the lowest level of extra-
scholastic access to Spanish” (Rock-
well et al., 1989, p. 175).

Similarly, another study noted that chil-
dren who perform poorly in monolingual par-
allel grades adapt rapidly when placed in
bilingual sections and achieve satisfactory
results (Robles, 1993).

Bilingual education in Bolivia, and possi-
bly elsewhere, has managed to mobilize com-
munities around the themes of identity, lan-
guage and education itself. It has also brought
parents closer to the school, breaking the
monopoly teachers have had on education and
allowing the community and grass-roots
indigenous groups to exercise social control
over the provision of education. When they
are given a real opportunity to participate in
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decision-making about their children’s
schooling, parents no longer think speaking to
teachers is a ‘waste of time’, nor are they
ashamed of using their native language in
these meetings. Moreover, because the indig-
enous language is used in the educational
process, mothers in particular are able to
understand what their children are learning.
Another evaluation of the bilingual intercul-
tural education project in Bolivia, undertaken
externally in 1993, points out that “in prac-
tice, there were no community structures that
did not accept or participate in community
control of the bilingual school”. The study
identifies three principal factors underlying
this collaboration: “socio-cultural affirmation,
the harmonization of the various participants
in the education process and educational
equity” (Mufioz, 1993, p. 56).

Parents, then, have not rejected education
in their mother tongue and have perhaps even
welcomed it. Only two years after the bilin-
gual education programme had been intro-

Indigenous girls in bilingual classes show self-confidence and a good grasp of the material they are being taught.
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duced among the Guarani people, traditional

indigenous authorities gave the following tes-
timonials (D’Emilio, 1991, p. 23):

I see that fathers, and mothers as well,
are participating more and watching
us, and that they are now cricical. ...
Before the bilingual education pro-
gramme, nobody criticized. It did not
matter whether the teacher taught or
not. Now with the bilingual education
programme, it is necessary for parents
to supervise it themselves to see how
it is going. They come and ask ques-
tions because they don’t know what is
happening (Mateo Chumiray).

The parents participate more in these
schools. We have seen that they partic-
ipate because the children are learning
in Guarani. ... In other communities
where the education is only provided
in Spanish, the meetings are in Span-
ish. However, where there are bilingual
teachers, they participate in Guarani.
In those cases, everything that is said is
in Guaran{ (Bonifacio Barrientos).

As can be seen, the stakes are high: the
emotional life of the child; his or her identity;
the knowledge the child brings to school; the
participation of parents; the social control of
the community and the parents over the
school; and the absence of shame at speaking
a native language and even pride in doing so.
Bilingual intercultural education is much
more than an educational strategy: at its best,
it contributes to the creation of a more just
society in which diversity is accepted and rec-
ognized as a valuable asset.

How Much Does
Bilingual Education Cost?

Bilingual education is often thought to
increase the cost of education. This is clearly
the case for top-quality education, with a
teacher for each language, educational videos,
language laboratories and frequent trips to
other social and linguistic contexts. Neverthe-
less, although bilingual intercultural educa-

tion is available in only few indigenous areas
and thus remains more an objective than a
reality, its principal difficulties are not neces-
sarily financial. Costs may rise in the short
term, but increases are less significant when
the cost-benefit ratio in the medium-to-long
term is considered.

Determining the cost of bilingual educa-
tion is often difficult. First, most programmes
have only been operating for a short time and
have limited coverage. Governments have just
recently begun to introduce this method on a
national scale, and some countries with tens or
even hundreds of native languages have formi-
dable challenges ahead of them. Only one
country — Mexico — claims to have satisfied
the demand for bilingual education, an opinion
also widely held by international experts and
donor organizations but contradicted by state-
ments made by indigenous spokesmen during
the Chiapas protest. A second difficulty is that
bilingual programmes usually involve educa-
tional changes that may have multiplier effects
over time. Even comparing the costs of these
programmes is problematic, since planning has
at times been undertaken more with an eye to
the interests of the officials (at the national and
international levels) and funding agencies
involved than to those of the populations tar-
geted to benefit from these programmes.

"Two of the most reliable sources concern-
ing education costs, the World Bank and
UNESCO, have not specifically calculated
the costs of bilingual education, but they do
give a few clues as to how this might be done.
Drop-out and repetition rates can be used to
determine the actual cost of school failure
resulting from the lack of appropriate bi-
lingual education. In Bolivia, where the
majority of the population is indigenous,
school failure costs the State almost $30 mil-
lion a year. According to the World Bank, a 1
per cent reduction in repetition rates results
in a 2.8 per cent decrease in costs. This figure
is even higher in the case of drop-out: for
every 1 per cent decline in drop-out, there is a
4.1 per cent reduction in costs (Lockheed and
Verspoor, in ETARE, 1993).

ETARE, the technical support team for
educational reform in Bolivia, has calculated,
on the basis of an integrated household survey,



that the probability of indigenous children
repeating the school year is almost double that
of non-indigenous children (40 per cent com-
pared with 23 per cent). The same source indi-
cates that Bolivian schoolchildren require an
average of almost 13 years to complete six years
of primary education. In Guatemala, where
there is also a majority indigenous population,
9.5 years are needed (ibid.).
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If bilingual education helps to reduce
drop-out and repetition, its cost will have
been an investment in improving access to
education for millions of indigenous children
on the continent. If, in addition, it serves to
strengthen languages that, without adequate
protection, might disappear, it will also have
made a significant contribution to the cultural
heritage of humanity.

Studies suggest that bilingual programmes can improve access to education, strengthen indigenous languages and help to create a sociery that values diversity.
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THE CHILDREN OF INDIGENOUS
PEOPLES IN LATIN AMERICA:
THE INTERCULTURAL, CONFLICT

JOSE MATOS MAR

Indigenous children in Latin America, like
impoverished children the world over, are con-
stantly denied their basic human rights. Many
work in demeaning, unprotected and exploit-
ative conditions. They are often forced to
migrate under the pressures of poverty and wit-
ness the breakdown of their families and com-
munities. Particularly in urban and mestizo
areas, they may resort to illegal or hazardous
activities such as prostitution, drug trafficking
and theft in order to survive. Some become
drug addicts or join street gangs. These chil-
dren rarely have access to governmental health,
education and welfare services, and only a
small number are reached by non-govern-
mental initiatives. In general, then, their situa-
tion is the negation of the ideals spelt out in the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (1989) and the promises made by the
international community at the 1990 World
Summit for Children.

Because of their ethnic origins, however,
indigenous children in most Latin American
countries bear an additional burden: they are
continuously subjected to subtle forms of cul-
tural and psychological aggression which seri-
ously mar their individual and collective devel-
opment. From their earliest vyears, they are
affected by the discrimination, subordination
and powerlessness they experience themselves
and witness in their communities. They are the
defenceless victims of a complex and destruc-
tive process, referred to by anthropologists as
‘deculturization” and ‘intercultural conflict’,
which began with the colonization of the Amer-
icas.

In terms of health, the limited and often
conflicting data available suggest that mortality
rates for indigenous people are higher than
national averages in most Latin American
countries. This is especially the case in coun-
tries where the indigenous population makes
up a large proportion of the total. In Peru, the
infant mortality rate for the indigenous popula-
tion is nearly twice that of the overall infant
population. In Bolivia, the under-five mortality
rate (USMR) is 122 per 1,000 for Spanish
speakers, while it reaches 186 for indigenous-
language speakers. So too in Guatemala,
US5MR is 122 for Jadinos and 142 for indigenous
children (Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 1993).

Nutritional disorders are frequent among
indigenous children. Because of insufficient
iodine intake, indigenous peoples are particu-
larly vulnerable to goitre. Moreover, they
alone among Latin American populations are
affected by onchocerciasis, a parasitic infec-
tion. Both diseases have been under study for
some time and could easily and inexpensively
be eradicated. What is not being studied are
the long-term consequences of malnutrition
on indigenous children and, by extension, on
indigenous populations. This is a particularly
serious omission given current knowledge of
the damaging and often irreversible conse-
quences of nutritional deficiencies occurring
in early childhood.

More urgent still, however, are studies on
the psychological effects of discrimination
and intolerance on indigenous children, espe-

cially during their early formative years. In
general, by the age of six children have
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already developed their personal and ethnic
identities. If they have lived in an indigenous
family and community, they are by this age
indigenous themselves and culturally differ-
ent from their non-indigenous peers. They
speak another language and have acquired
other ethical, religious and aesthetic value
systems as well as distinct community and
social roles and loyalties. The period during
which children, in the intimacy of their house-
holds and communities, develop their ethnic
roots may be seen as a physical and social
space that indigenous peoples have managed
to protect from the ‘deculturizing’ forces and
mechanisms of the dominant society. It is this

process of identity reproduction through
young children that explains the determined
and defiant survival of the indigenous peoples
and cultures of the Americas as well as the
failure of centuries-long efforts to eradicate
them.

When indigenous children enter the offi-
cial school system at the age of six or so, they
come into direct contact, sometimes for the
first time, with the ‘other’ culture, society and
identity. Here they are subjected to a two-
sided attack. The dominant culture is
imposed on them, and all that is non-
indigenous and foreign becomes prestigious
and powerful. At the same time, their own

Indigenous children living in the Bolivian Altipiano offen walk along the main road in the hope that passing drivers will give them some bread.



culture is ridiculed and they are prohibited
from expressing everything that, up till then,
they were taught to regard as normal, good or
even sacred.

Forced to participate in two or more cul-
tures and value systems, with little chance to
decide which of them is predominant or genu-
ine, indigenous children inevitably experi-
ence serious conflicts of loyalties. This situa-
tion can cause profound psychological and
identity problems at both the individual and
societal levels. These divisions also account in
large part for the social breakdowns, conflicts
and violence that periodically erupt in the
region, preventing long-term stability and
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sustained development. Recently, govern-
ments have been attempting to deal with
these conflicts through bilingual intercultural
education projects (see D’Emilio). Clearly,
however, the deepest roots of these problems
lie outside the classroom and the education
system: they are fundamentally historical,
social and political. Accordingly, any attempt
to deal with the root causes, rather than the
symptoms, of the problems of indigenous
children must begin with an examination of
the intercultural environment in which they
live. This type of analysis can pave the way for
an improved understanding of the structural
imbalances that generate the aggression, mal-

By the age of six, indigenous children have developed their personal and ethnic identities.
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Number of Speakers
Country Languages {10,000)
Argentina 23 9
Belize* 9 8
Bolivia 38 7
Brazil 208 7
Chile 7 2
Colombia 78 7
Costa Rica* 11 3
Ecuador 23 9
El Salvador* 4 4
Guatemala* 26 15
Honduras* 10 4
Mexico 72 37
Nicaragua*® 9 4
Panama* 6 3
Paraguay 21 5
Peru 85 27
Uruguay 1 1
Venezuela 40 5
Source: Hornberger, 1992, p.191.
* Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1988.

’national’ language, whereas in the Constitution

Language Diversity in Latin America

The major indigenous population centres are in
Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico and Peru.
Some countries have declared an indigenous lan-
guage as a second major language. In 1975, Peru
designated Spanish a ‘dominant’ language and
Quechua an ’official’ language. The Paraguayan
Constitution of 1967 proclaimed Guarani as the

of 1992 it became an ‘official’ language. Guarani
is spoken by both indigenous and non-indigenous
people in Paraguay, an exception in Latin Amer-
ica. However, while Guarani flourishes alongside
Spanish, the Amerindian culture has disappeared
and the dominant social institutions and culture
have remained Hispanic. In Bolivia in 1987, Tupi-
Guarani was recognized as a national language
together with Spanish, Quechua and Aymara, and
it was included in the academic curricula at alt
educational levels in urban and rural areas with
large Tupi-Guarani concentrations (Psacharopou-
los and Patrinos, 1993).

treatment and harm inflicted on indigenous
children, a situation that until now has gone
unchecked and unpunished (Amnesty Inter-
national, 1992).

Indigenous Nations
and Ethnic Democracy

Despite over one and a half centuries of
independence, most Latin American coun-
tries have been unable to overcome the condi-
tions of inferiority, marginalization and
extreme poverty that began in 1492 with the
European invasion and continued for centu-
ries under the colonizing powers. The new
nations that emerged from the wars of inde-
pendence in the 197 century enacted policies
intended to assimilate aboriginal societies
into the dominant Western European ideolo-
gies and lifestyles. They in fact succeeded in
‘Westernizing’ the vast majority of aboriginal
peoples, thereby imperfectly and grotesquely
carrying out the conquistadors’ plan to ‘civi-
lize’ the Americas. They failed, however, to
dominate more than 400 aboriginal ‘nations’
— that is, groups speaking a particular lan-
guage and sharing common origins, interests,
traditions, beliefs and lifestyles, whose mem-
bers perceive themselves as belonging to the
same people and having the same national

identity. Although most are small socicties of
some hundreds or thousands of inhabitants,
some are larger than many of the more widely
known European ethnic groups. The
Quechua, for example, number 10-12 million
people; the Maya, 3.5 million; the Aymara, 3
million; and the Néihuatl, 1.2 million. The
combined population of these 400 nations
today reaches nearly 40 million.

All of these peoples are now claiming the
right to retain their place both in history and
in contemporary society, the right to evolve
and develop without losing their own distinct
identities and lifestyles. They firmly and
unanimously reject policies seeking to ‘inte-
grate’ them into the dominant society through
offers of ‘civilization’, ‘progress’ and ‘modern-
ization’ in exchange for the loss of their indig-
enous identities. Their stand creates new
challenges for governments and others working
in this area: social and political institutions need
to be created to accommodate indigenous
groups as autonomous and different peoples,
which implies the development of a new
model of ethnic democracy for nation-states;
at the same time, social and cultural mecha-
nisms will have to be devised that will enable
indigenous peoples to express themselves
and to develop their cultures, traditions and
identities autonomously, sheltered from pat-



ronizing attempts to assimilate them into the
dominant social model.

An overview of indigenous populations in
Latin America shows the extreme heteroge-
neity of their situations. In some countries
their numbers are highly significant while in
others they are almost symbolic. In Bolivia
and Guatemala, for example, indigenous
people account for over 50 per cent of the total
population; in Peru and Ecuador, from 25 to
40 per cent; and in Mexico, only 10 per cent.
In some areas, indigenous people are fully
integrated into modern society in professional
or technical occupations, in the armed forces,
as politicians or as an important component of
informal urban economies; in other areas,
such as Amazonia, they maintain their tradi-
tional tribal culture and lifestyles. Whatever
their situation, however, the common denom-
inator linking these people — apart from
being ethnic minorities, victims of severe dis-
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crimination and, for the most part, extremely
poor — 1s their virtual ‘invisibility’ to govern-
ments, the Establishment and large parts of
civil society who generally seem unaware of
their presence or significance. Since the
1960s, however, indigenous peoples have
aligned themselves with other social forces
and pressure groups that, throughout Latin
America, are demanding the attention of
States.

Progress in Latin America is hindered by
an enormous external debt, wide-ranging cor-
ruption, governmental incompetence and
uncontrollable violence. Economic imbal-
ances are severe. In Mexico, for instance, 200
families control 62 per cent of the country’s
economy, a situation that repeats itself, with
minor variations, in most other Latin Ameri-
can countries. According to the United
Nations Economic Commission for Latin
America (CEPAL), more that 190 million

Commission IV of the XI*" Congreso Indigenista
Interamericano, held in Managua in November
1993, drew the following conclusions:

“The XI™ Congreso Indigenista Interamericano
resolves to:
1. Demand that each member State of the
Instituto Indigenista Interamericano include in its
constitutional charter the rights of indigenous
peoples, the guarantee of their iegitimate use and
enjoyment as well as their genuine participation
in the regulation of such rights.
2. Promote respect for the struggle of indige-
nous peoples to consolidate and develop their
own life course, which involves the various proc-
esses to satisfy their needs (land, autonomy,
health, education, etc.).

- 3. Seek the restructuring of the member States of
the Instituto Indigenista interamericano, with the
appointment of a Commission comprising the offi-
cial delegates and representatives of the indige-
nous- peoples of El Salvador, Mexico, Colombia,
Chile, Nicaragua and Guatemala. This Commission
shall submit a draft protocol in which the objectives
and functions, institutions for representation and
equitable participation, etc., shall be redefined,
with a view to determining a relationship of respect
and to supporting the development and self-
management of indigenous peoples.

4. Request international governmental and non-
governmental organizations to exercise their

XI* Congreso Indigenista Interamericano

influence on countries to bring to an end the prac-
tice of violations of the human rights of indige-
nous peoples and to respect the right to land, prin-
cipally in relation to contracts with international
enterprises which are detrimental to communal
land.

5. Request national and international bodies to
provide economic support through legally consti-
tuted community-level organizations; however, if
such support is given through organizations
established without the full knowledge of indige-
nous communities, it shall be supervised by the
above communities in order to safeguard that
international aid reaches the indigenous commu-
nities.

6. Publicize the fact that each indigenous people is
struggling to consolidate and develop its own life
course. ... It is necessary for national and interna-
tional organizations, both governmental and non-
governmental, to provide their support in recogni-
tion of the life course of each people, to strengthen
the processes of training and management devel-
opment, to seek the eradication of paternalism and
to consolidate the self-determination and auton-
omy of indigenous peoples.

7. Petition the United Nations for the declaration
of a decade for indigenous peoples, the adoption
of the Declaration of the Rights of the World's
Indigenous Peoples and the establishment of a
United Nations sub-secretariat for indigenous
peoples.”
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people live below the poverty line in the
region, and their numbers are constantly
growing.

Weak and unstable governments face
growing opposition from popular movements,
whose ranks continue to increase as a result of
explosive population growth and the rapid
pace of urbanization. As the State can neither
satisfy their needs nor provide the services
they demand, people have begun to take
action. Seeking out all the cracks and weak-
nesses in the system, they are finding ways to
survive and create spaces of their own. In the
process, a number of new trends have
emerged. One of these, currently the focus of

considerable attention, is the unofficial econ-
omy or the so-called informal sector. Account-
ing for between 60 and 70 per cent of the eco-
nomic activity in some countries, this sector is
modernizing and increasing the economic
dynamism of Latin American societies.
However, social, economic and cultural
processes develop erratically in Latin Amer-
ica, and the route to modernization is full of
pitfalls and anomalies, or ‘anomies’ to use the
sociological term. Established norms are
breaking down, anything goes and anything is
possible, both legally and illegally — honesty,
hope and faith, but also drug trafficking, ter-
rorism and violence. Upon this difficult and

Indigenous schoolchildren are continuously subjected to subtle forms of cultural and psychological aggression.



uncertain terrain, people are improvising and
developing their own social, economic and
cultural projects. Although such initiatives
remain outside government plans and poli-
cies, they are setting Latin American societies
on a New course.

The Indigenous Revival
and Modernization

With the 500th anniversary of the Spanish
presence on the continent, the awarding of a
Nobel Prize for peace to an indigenous woman,
and preparations for the 1993 International Year
of the World’s Indigenous Peoples, the eyes of
governments, groups and individuals turned
to the indigenous peoples of Latin America in
1992. A number of indigenous organizations
gained prominence, setting out their positions
and demands and providing new information
on the conditions of their people. However, it
went relatively unnoticed that in 1992 the
indigenous peoples could finally boast the
same population that they had had in 1492,
before being subjected to killings, destruc-
tion, violations, discrimination, cultural con-
straints and extreme poverty.

In 1532, the Spanish first settled in Peru.
After less than a century, in 1620, the original
Indian population in the Andean area of 9-10
million had been decimated, leaving fewer
than one million. In other parts of the conti-
nent, equally shocking and sometimes even
more destructive processes have been docu-
mented. And yet the indigenous peoples
resisted such brutal and genocidal ‘population
policies’ and are now a significant presence in
Latin American countries. They are impor-
tant for their distinct cultures and ethnic iden-
tities and the profound loyalty they nourish
for their traditions. They feel proud to be
Aymara, Quechua, Aguaruna, Nahua or
Otomi. This sense of pride is new and ener-
gizing. Indigenous people are now mobilizing
themselves and have established non-
governmental and other grass-roots organiza-
tions. And as is the case with other move-
ments, this new indigenous presence has both
positive and negative aspects — some leaders
are well-intentioned, others are corrupt; some
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groups use legal strategies, others resort to
illegal ones.

The overall increase in the indigenous
population and their growing importance in
urban areas are two notable trends. Until the
1930s, it was unheard of for Indians, say, in
Peru to live in Lima. Now, in Lima as in other
cities, indigenous people are proud to say “Yo
soy indigena” (I am Indian). Urban Indians can
be found in professional, academic and techni-
cal areas: there are hundreds of indigenous
anthropologists, sociologists, chemists, mathe-
maticians and other scientists, including
nuclear physicists, and thousands of teachers
and technicians. Indians also play an important
and dynamic role in the informal sector of the
economy, adding to it an ethnic dimension.

In addition, indigenous persons now hold
high positions within the political structure of
many Latin American countries. Peru and
Bolivia both have had indigenous vice-
presidents. In 1987, hundreds of indigenous
members of parliament and senators joined
together to form an ‘indigenous’ parliament
with headquarters in Caracas, Venezuela. The
parliament holds regional meetings and issues
statements on themes that are important to the
indigenous movement.

Indigenous peoples thus have a unique
part to play in the modernization of Latin
American countries and in the development
of national identities, and are bringing to this
task new creativity, knowledge and skills. At
the same time, by cherishing the culture of
their ancestors, they maintain a system of val-
ues, customs and knowledge that reinforces
their sense of identification with their com-
munities. In this way, indigenous peoples are
reclaiming and redefining their identities and
are showing themselves to be pioneers in the
debate on a new order of inter-ethnic and
international relations. This has already taken
on a global dimension, and will do so even
more in the future.

Growing globalization has brought with it
a strong concern that a new imperial Rome, an
all-powerful hegemony, will emerge. Yet, it is
increasingly clear that today’s world is too
complex to be controlled by one nation, how-
ever large, rich and powerful it may be. The
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main problem, then, is how to achieve real
democracy, how to mould a truly democratic,
just, realistic and modern State.

This is an extremely complex political
question, one that, by implication, points to
the possibility of an ‘ethnic democracy’,
which would require equitable relations and
equal participation at the international and
inter-ethnic levels. Such a democracy would
exclude the present power structures in the
Americas, which have been increasingly
called into question. Since the 1970s, govern-
ments have been seeking a new kind of polit-
ical system or model that can translate the
ideal of democracy into reality. Why mention
this in the context of indigenous peoples?
The main reason is that underlying their life-
styles, political structures and daily lives is a
profoundly democratic ‘substratum’. This
makes it possible for them, despite the harsh
conditions in which they live and without giv-
ing up their own identities, to make a vital
contribution to the democratization process
and to a coalescing of what is now the con-
fused, uncertain and unstable ‘national iden-
tity’ of many of the countries in the region.
Indigenous peoples are particularly suited for
this task because they have a solid historical
and cultural basis, and their relationship with
their respective societies may be compared
with what is bound to happen in the world.

Many societies are facing ideological cri-
ses because they lack an ideological base.
This situation has led to a widespread feeling
of confusion and disorientation. The interna-
tional community is seeking peaceful stabil-
ity, but this cannot come about through exter-
nal control or, even worse, through the
hegemony of one country or a small group of
nations.

Indigenous peoples, while deploring
unrestrained capitalism, value modern sci-
ence and technology, including computer
technology, which they wish to adopt and use,
and indeed are doing so in greater numbers.
Nonetheless, they realize what has been lost.
In their view, society has lost a democratic
space, a sense of the ‘social’, of the commu-
nity — and they ask how it can be retrieved
and incorporated into today’s world.

The fundamental question then, and one
that will become even more crucial in the
future, is how to combine whart is positive and
valuable within each of us and within the cur-
rent social system, while also holding on to val-
ues that are in danger of disappearing, in order
to set a new course towards a more generalized
well-being and improved status for the socie-
ties of the world. It is within this context that
the indigenous community has a significant
role to play, particularly in the Americas.

Ethnic groups are new actors on the inter-
national scene. Until recently there were only
a handful of ‘high-profile’ ethnic groups —
the Catalans, the Basques, the Flemings, the
Welsh. Now, hundreds of such groups —
including the Quechua, the Aymara and the
Otomi of Latin America — actively remind us
of their existence, claiming the right to influ-
ence the course of history. This trend will
become increasingly important in the future
as more and more indigenous groups become
active participants in the process. With such a
rich and promising prospect ahead, there is
much to be learned and investigated.

In many Latin American countries, infor-
mation considered to be ‘inconvenient’ is
often concealed, or its importance down-
played at official levels. A number of organiza-
tions, notably the Instituto Indigenista
Interamericano and the Colegio de México,
have begun to collect reliable and up-to-date
data and to develop a more thorough and real-
istic picture of country situations. Their
examples should be followed. At the very
least, it should be possible to compile an
exhaustive list of all existing ethnic groups, to
know where they are located and to have
access to all the relevant basic information for
each group, starting with their demographic
composition.

Bilingualism,
Literacy and Computers

Indigenous peoples have reacted to the
inability or unwillingness of governments in
Latin America to respond to their legitimate
demands by acting for themselves on many
fronts and using various strategies. From this



broad, innovative and expanding panorama of
indigenous self-management, one example is
presented here: an experiment involving most
of the 17 indigenous groups of Oaxaca, Mex-
ico, who are recording their spoken languages
on computer in an effort to develop standard-
ized written languages and to promote read-
ing and writing in these tongues. They are
working in their own centres, which are man-
aged by bilingual teachers.
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The Oaxaca

extended through three courses in Mexico.

experiment has been

Additional economic support is needed to
develop the experiment further and to carry
out plans to extend it to other spheres of com-
munity life, such as the economy and welfare.
A course was also held in Pujili, Ecuador,
which focused on relating the Oaxaca experi-
ence to bilingual intercultural education in
Ecuador. A similar initiative is currently being

Indigenous populations have a profound sense of the community.
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New indigenous trends, including the democra-
tization of the school system, the ethnic awaken-
ing and the progress made in bilingual intercul-
tural education throughout the continent, have
created an urgent need to provide professional
training for indigenous people with a view to
establishing a type of indigenous intelligentsia. It
is hoped that these new indigenous intellectuals
will actively participate in the movement for the
development and defence of their cultures and
languages.

A step in this direction has been taken by the
Centre for Investigations and Studies in Social
Anthropology (CIESAS) in Oaxaca, Mexico.
CIESAS is promoting a project whose principal
objective is to retrieve and reappraise, through
the written language, the cultural and linguistic
values of the indigenous societies of the region,
and possibly of other indigenous groups, in order
to promote the development of native-language
literatures. Twenty-eight persons, all of whom are
bilingual, and 26 of whom are bilingual teachers,
have participated directly in the project. Many of

Indigenous peoples want to be a part of the 20" century while
maintaining their ethnic roots.

The Oaxaca Experiencé

these writers are graduates of the Programme for
the Training of Native Ethno-Linguists. Among
those trained are bilingual Zapotecos (6), Maza-
tecos (5), Mixes (6), Mixtecos (4), Chinantecos
(4), Chatinos (2) and Tzetzales (1).

The existence of this type of project is encour-
aging, particularly when it is principally managed
by its own users. It is especially significant that
this effort to recover the indigenous world out-
look, and the technique used to do so, is based
directly on the indigenous language itself without
passing through the filter of Spanish. However,
the narrow scope of the initiative is a cause for
concern. The project is limited to the compifation
and storage of ethnic data or, at most, the repro-
duction of literary texts. Although these aspects
are important, the project should be reoriented so
that it can contribute to a real development of the
written language. This would require going
beyond mere description and, as the underlying
assumption is that indigenous languages need to
be unified and standardized, should be based on
authentic creation which would contribute to
making them more intellectual languages.

The project has thus far had only limited impact
on the education sector. To its credit, it has trained
additional teachers in writing techniques, there-
fore enabling them to become involved in the
debate about the different orthographic systems
and their possible unification. The project now
needs to reach other important social groups,
such as indigenous secondary school students
and adults with limited formal education. Most
importantly, it needs to form closer ties with the
formal education system in order to influence
education processes and generate qualitative
changes through the strengthening of bilingual
intercultural education, both at the primary and
secondary levels.

A number of indigenous communities have
shown considerable interest in the initiative and
have provided support for the field work. A greater
effort is needed, however, 1o involve the traditional
community leaders in this project. Otherwise, it
risks becoming an élitist body isolated from the
context from which it has arisen and is intended to
serve.

Source: America Indigena, 1980, pp. 265-289.

attempted in Bolivia, though it is severely
hampered by a lack of funds.

The Oaxaca project has proved to be a
valuable experience. It has been successful
because it responds to the deeply felt need
and aspiration of all indigenous peoples to
preserve, enrich and modernize their cultural

heritages and ethnic identities. The tech-
niques used in Oaxaca have enabled the com-
munity to employ some of the most sophisti-
cated equipment that modern technology has
to offer. In no more than two weeks, the indig-
enous participants learned to operate comput-
ers and read and write their ancestral lan-



guages. This process has strengthened their
identities and given them the opportunity to
discover their indigenous ‘reality’ and to
understand their own history. Moreover, this
initial step could provide a powerful stimulus
for indigenous people to group together and
work on their own income-generation and
ethnic-development projects.

Although only limited external support
would be needed to realize such projects, gov-
ernments and politicians have so far responded
with indifference to the initiative. Nonethe-
less, the Oaxaca experiment has proved to be a
valid step along an important path, a valuable
method of strengthening cultural and social
links. Other positive computer-based experi-
ments in the field of bilingual intercultural
education have taken place elsewhere in Mex-
ico and in Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru.

To conclude, it should be stressed that the
indigenous question is a global one in that
ethnic and indigenous peoples are only part of
the vast popular movements that are begin-
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is fundamentally political and therefore
requires democratic participation. It is con-
nected with the exercise of power, with the
polarization of societies between the rich and
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their claims, and we must meet them.
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Indigenous peoples are asking how the values that rtoday’s sociery has lost can be retrieved.
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