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WK 325 Empowerment through participatory education

Shifra Jacobson, Holocaust Centre, South Africa

Tactic Overview:

In 2002 the Holocaust Centre was approached by the Western Cape Police Services in South Africa to run an anti-racism programme for police personnel as a result of many allegations of criminal activity perpetrated by the police against civilians.  

The anti racism programme’s main objectives were to sensitise and increase the awareness of police personnel to issues of equality and prevention of unfair discrimination based on the 1996 constitution.

Since 1996 when the S.A. constitution was adopted, the new democratic government set up the Independent Complaints Directorate specifically to investigate allegations of criminal cases against the police.  In response to these allegations the Western Cape Police Services opted for a programme aimed at combating the crimes committed by its personnel, based on racism, xenophobia, homophobia, gender, poverty and disability.

The programme that was designed specifically for the police, employed as its methodology, participatory educational practices and principals. The programme ran once a week for two hours and included approximately 80 police personnel from administrative level through to management level. The programme ran for about a year, therefore approximately 1,600 police underwent the training programme, from nine different districts in the Western Cape.

The primary tactic employed for this programme was to use tenets of participatory education and diversity management practices E.g. acknowledging and respecting that there are differences and similarities between people, and the active integration and inclusion into the mainstream (policies, programmes) of all peoples traditionally marginalized from the mainstream, as recognised equals, and having equal access to basic rights and services in society.  The programme served to holistically encourage new attitudes and new behaviours and to instil through the exercises used and the information shared, a better understanding of their own prejudices and a deeper understanding of the imbalances that existed during apartheid.  The overall aim of the workshop programme was to plant a seed for the growth of a human rights culture, better governance, good citizenship and “best practice” behaviour using the tactic of participatory education to ensure that the solutions were derived from the participants’ own experiences.

Context: why this tactic was done:

On 27 April 1994, South Africa held its first democratic elections, which culminated in the inauguration of Nelson Mandela as the country’s first black president. On this day, an interim constitution came into effect that aimed to provide freedom, human rights, equality and dignity for all. This recognition was affirmed in the current constitution, adopted on 8 May 1996.  The police force who had been the main agents and perpetrators of apartheid policies and practices had to now transform into a police service without undergoing any training to facilitate the unlearning of negative attitudes and behaviours.

Section 9:

Everyone is equal before the law and has the right to equal protection and benefit of the law.  Equality includes the full and equal enjoyment of all rights and freedoms.  To promote the achievement of equality, legislative and other measures designed to protect or advance persons, or categories of persons, who are disadvantaged by unfair discrimination may be taken.  The state may not unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more grounds, including race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, color, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, language, and birth (key aspects of the legal structure, therefore the background).

The adoption of the Constitution set in motion a process of massive reform to bring all the country’s legislation into line with constitutional stipulations. 

 After the introduction of the Constitution, The Independent Complaints Directorate (ICD) was set up by the South African government in 1995 to investigate alleged criminal activity perpetrated by members of the South African Police Services (SAPS).  Because of the new constitution and laws governing compliance with the constitution, investigative bodies were set up so that crimes perpetrated by police under the Apartheid regime would not continue in the new democracy.

Police personnel, from administrative staff through to management, were required to participate in a three-hour interactive tour of the Holocaust Exhibition and Centre.  The Cape Town Holocaust Centre makes a direct comparison between the Nuremberg laws introduced in 1935 in Germany and the Apartheid laws of separate development in 1948 in South Africa. In fact, the Nuremberg Laws were similar to the Apartheid legal regime as Jews and other so called ‘undesirables’, similarly, to Black people, were deprived of any legal protection from the State, E.g. forced removals, separate schools, no access to education, people tortured and shot and humiliated in their daily living simply for being Black, Asian and coloured.

The Cape Town Holocaust Centre was set up as a place of memorial but more importantly as a centre to educate about racism, prejudice and discrimination for the prevention of gross human rights violations such as genocide (Rwandan genocide).  

The police, as protectors of the peace and of law enforcement, are in positions of great responsibility in their duty to protect and serve the public effectively.  Perhaps because of the nature of police services, abuses of power can easily occur, particularly as many of the members served during the Apartheid regime. 

At police request, we ran a supplementary two-hour anti-racism workshop both because the police needed to be seen undertaking such work in light of public accusations and because we needed to consolidate their experiences of the exhibition with illumination of their own experiences in relation to racism prejudice and discrimination in their professional, social and personal environment.

Steps of implementing the tactic
The training workshop pursued two main objectives: 

a) To gather together a broad range of police officers for discussions on human rights issues.

b) To unlearn negative attitudes and values based on prejudices, and encourage the emergence of new approaches based on respect and protection of human rights.

The training programme had two components:

1) The research element: identifying, naming and presenting to the participants a list of violations summarising the crimes that were recorded, e.g. racial slurs and remarks, racial bias, group discrimination and victimisation, violence within the police services and a combination of the above.

2) A workshop that was designed in such a way that participants would lead and own the training and learning process, for instance the sharing of personal experiences related to the alleged allegations. An enabling environment was a prerequisite for creating and developing a trusting relationship between the participants and facilitator as well as between participants themselves.  This was done through small group work, circular seating and an atmosphere of mutual and general respect and tolerance.

The Holocaust Centre was an enabling environment for this training to take place as one of its primary aims is to educate people about the dangers of racism, prejudice and resulting discrimination, using the Holocaust of 1933-1945 as an example of what happens if racism, prejudice and discrimination are not challenged, and including in its exhibition the facts of the Rwandan genocide of 1994

Different sessions were designed in order to help the audience to speak out about the different human rights violations that they had witnessed: sessions on personal development, story telling, gender diversity, promotion, affirmative action …every session was prepared so that all participants would feel free and confident enough to share with others their deep feelings, fears, etc.  Participants were asked to share in small groups their own experiences of racism, prejudice and discrimination.  Through sharing and listening, a deeper understanding of the above issues was instilled.

Before beginning our work together, we acknowledged the importance of the role of the police services in a democratic society and the difficulties of the conditions in which the police work (low pay, trauma, internal strife).  We also acknowledged the allegations that had come to light and set out to respond to questions of the reasons for the allegations, the negative attitudes that persist inside the police services, and potential solutions.  Though we came prepared with introductory material, undergoing the process itself required participation and accountability.  Denial was not an option.

We also established working principles and a code-of-conduct was agreed upon at the onset of the workshop and an expectation exercise was completed, which allowed participants to express individual expectations for the outcomes of the workshop.  These specific outcome desires later served as the foundation for the formulation of action plans to deal with the problems that arose.  Additionally, the code-of-conduct allowed us to better manage/facilitate any conflict that arose during the process.

People were put into eight groups of ten in a big circle in a large room.  Following from the morning session, groups brainstormed the meanings of racism, prejudice and discrimination in order to arrive at their own definitions of the terms.  This is one example of the type of exercises employed to encourage dialogue, listening, reflection, honesty, and ultimately recognition of the similarities of human experience.   For example, a question that had to be addressed by each participant was; ‘Have you ever been at the receiving end of prejudice, racism or discrimination, or have you witnessed any incidents of the above? (Describe the incident) and share how it made you feel?

Ultimately, the use of participatory education exercises as our tactic enabled participants to reflect actively on their own role in the continuation or reversal of discriminatory behaviour and required a level of accountability in determining both their own role in the perpetuation of discriminatory practice and of responsibility in affecting change.  Participants, by the end of the workshop, had to come up with a group list of required actions in order to make a systemic difference.

Methodology used

Anti-racism and anti-bias training is the process whereby the policies contained within the constitution and the bill of rights are taken off the page and placed in our everyday functioning in society.  Its aim is to engender the necessary paradigm shift so that negative attitudes, values and mindsets can be unlearned.  It is the process by which we are reminded to become mindful, sensitive and aware of new ways of thinking, and new ways of decision-making.

The programme is based on theoretical, interactive, experiential and participatory techniques of teaching and training.  These techniques are used in order to allow participants to speak openly about issues which are otherwise difficult to talk about.  The workshop process also allows significant generating, pooling, integrating, and processing of information and knowledge.  Based on adult education methods and teaching practices, these workshops enable participants to take responsibility for their own learning.  Social networks that are both empowering and enabling are created through participatory, experiential and democratic learning. The training emphasises the empowerment of participants to deal with attitudes and values.  It offers knowledge and skills to counter stigmatisation and prejudice and helps people to be inclusive of diversity goals both in their private lives and within the institutions and organizations to which they belong.  

Impact and Outcomes:

The fact that South Africa has a very progressive constitution and actively seeks to redress and transform the imbalances that existed during the apartheid regime provided a common understanding for participants.  Also the fact that we have a constitution that demands legal and social compliance, and that racism has been outlawed, there was an opportunity to rectify a negative situation.  

The impact is about having a democratic society with a progressive and strong constitution. 

The second aspect of the impact is that the public sector in positions of power has to take responsibility for the public image and work of their personnel.  The most important impact was in the offering itself, which was a participatory experience, providing people with a non-threatening, facilitated and contained experience, exercises that encouraged openness and sharing. 

There were also some obstacles: Resistance and fear of changing entrenched negative attitudes and behaviours. Throughout the training programme there were some resistant participants.  In two training sessions some aggressive and belligerent participants were asked to leave, as they were very disruptive, in other instances there would be very little participation from some participants, which engendered some negativity.  Some participants, through feedback and the written evaluations, expressed their initial hesitance and negativity with such a programme, however, having undergone the training they expressed that they feel differently about things and are willing to make the changes in attitudes and behaviours to contribute to a better South African society.

We were able to bring together the diversity of experience that exists inside of the police force into a single, shared space.  It was the first time that police personnel of diverse race, class, rank, etc. were able to come together and discuss a range of issues that might otherwise seem taboo but that directly effect their day-to-day working practices. 

Participatory education engenders a momentum whereby participants grasp, grapple, understand and share simultaneously with others new perceptions and feelings.  The creativity of the educational approach most of the time, if not always, transports the participants to a state where they will be motivated to behave differently and take positive decisions in new and old situations. A former security branch member spoke about how he felt he had been the victim of propaganda, growing up believing that black people were inferior, and through the training he realised that he was genuinely interested in other people’s cultures, other than his own.  A young white policeman admitted to calling people of colour derogatory names, and realised through the training that doing so is not a joke and actually hurtful, he made a public statement to his colleagues, never to do it again. 

Lesson Learned and Key Areas to Consider to Using it Successfully:
· A democratic context: (in this case)

Areas of caution or difficulties:

· Non-Democratic societal context

· Careful facilitation: Patience, good listening skills, content knowledge of group dynamics, of diversity and inclusivity, acknowledgement of the potential of perceived differences, knowledge of identities and the power it has on people and processes, knowledge of oppression and privilege, encouragement of dialogue and communication.

· Sensitivity training: Is education that aims to give people the necessary knowledge and understanding to appreciate the perspective of others and their differing circumstances, so that attitudes and decisions are just and appropriate to the society in which we live.  Participatory exercises related to people’s lives (reality). To provide a process, which will help the group discuss related content in the most satisfactory and productive way.

South Africa as a democratic society provides the necessary legal and social structure for the implementation of such an intervention.  In a non-democratic situation, civil society and non-governmental organisations might be the leaders for introducing value based educational methods and principals.  The Western Cape Police Services were willing to be trained, in a country where that would not be feasible one might think of other indirect vehicles such as youth, school communities, teachers, public servants, taxi drivers. 

Above all, participatory education aims at changing attitudes and stereotypes through raising awareness and sensitising people to the dangers of racism, prejudice and discrimination.

Another situation is the case of a country that would be going through a democratic process (Burundi). One of the first challenges that such countries face is whether they will have to remove all their previous civil servants, police staff, military personnel as a response to the occurrence of past human rights violations. However, it is almost impossible for any African country to afford such enormous national changes. An alternative solution would therefore be the implementation of massive participatory education on human rights.

In order to be able to measure the impact of this tactic it would have been preferable to run a second workshop with the same participants, a few months later.  This would have highlighted lessons learnt or not learnt from the previous workshop, as well it would have provided the opportunity, time and space for police personnel to reflect more deeply on why problems still persist and encouraged further action plans for social change behaviour.  A process of monitoring and interviewing participants after the first workshop would have provided data and insight into whether the workshop was effective in terms of behaviour and attitudinal changes.
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