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1Module 1
The humanitarian perspective

What is a ‘bystander’?
What dilemmas do bystanders face?
What effect can bystanders have?
What is a humanitarian act?
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
MODULE 1: THE HUMANITARIAN PERSPECTIVE

1Module 1
The humanitarian perspective

EXPLORATIONS (4 sessions)

1A What can bystanders do? (two sessions) 4

1B Looking at humanitarian acts (one session) 24

1C A bystander’s dilemma (one session) 29

CONCEPTS
Bystander

Humanitarian act

Social pressure

In all modules:
Human dignity

Obstacles to humanitarian behaviour

Dilemmas

Consequences

Multiple perspectives

SKILLS PRACTISED
Perspective taking

Role-playing

Story analysis

Story-telling

Dilemma analysis

Identifying consequences

If you have limited time and are unable to work through all the 
explorations, we recommend that you follow at least the short pathway 
of explorations marked with this icon.
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Exploration 1A focuses on stories about ordinary people 
who, on their own, in times of war or in other situations 
of violence, acted to protect the life or human dignity of 
people whom they may not know or whom they would 
not ordinarily be inclined to help or protect. They acted 
despite personal risk or loss.

These stories are drawn from real life and have no 
pattern in common. Each story has its particular 
characteristics: the time and the place, the type of 
violence (armed conflict, racial violence, youth gangs), 
the nationality of the protector, and so on. 

The stories are accompanied by notes drawing attention 
to their special points. Useful questions, pertinent to all the 
stories, are presented in step 3 “Explore several stories.”

Select several stories for your group. Plan to devote 
at least two sessions for exploring the stories. This will 
give you time to employ a number of pedagogical 
approaches (role-playing, small-group discussion, 
analysis and presentation) to illustrate how the courage 
to act develops. And that, in turn, will enable your 
students to receive the full impact of the experiences 
and actions of a variety of bystanders.

OBJECTIVES
•	 to	understand	the	effect	a	bystander	can	have	upon	the	actions	of	others
•	 	to	be	aware	of	examples	of	bystanders	acting	in	situations	of	violence	to	protect	life	or	human	dignity

TEACHER
RESOURCES

Background	to	the	stories
1A.1	 Aftermath	of	a	battle
1A.2	 A	witness	comes	forward
1A.3	 Alone	on	the	bench
1A.4	 Step	by	step
1A.5	 Brave	shopkeeper
1A.6	 Villagers	ease	pain	in	camps

STUDENT
RESOURCES

The	stories
1A.7	 Aftermath	of	a	battle
1A.8	 A	witness	comes	forward
1A.9	 Alone	on	the	bench
1A.10	 Step	by	step
1A.11	 Brave	shopkeeper
1A.12	 Villagers	ease	pain	in	camps

PREPARATION

Choose the stories and the sequence in which they will be used. 

In the Methodology Guide, review teaching methods 1 (Discussion), 2 (Brainstorming), 5 (Role-playing), 
6 (Using stories, photos and videos), 7 (Writing and reflecting), 9 (Small groups) and 10 (Gathering 
stories and news) and workshop 2 (“Role-playing: What can bystanders do?”).

If possible, view the relevant chapter of the teacher video (Organizing students’ responses: Looking at 
humanitarian acts) and the relevant chapter of the training film for teachers (Module 1).

TIME

Two 45-minute sessions

1A

1A
Exploration 1A: What can bystanders do?

1A
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1. BRAINSTORMING (5 minutes)
To introduce the subject, have students discuss the following question:
>  What does it take to do something dangerous or unpopular to help someone 

whose life or human dignity is at risk?

2. DEFINE ‘BYSTANDER’ (10 minutes)
Introduce the term ‘bystander.’ Exploring Humanitarian Law (EHL) defines a ‘bystander’ 
like this: “someone aware of an incident, without being involved, where the life or human 
dignity of others is in danger.” A bystander may decide to intervene.

3. EXPLORE SEVERAL STORIES (60 minutes, additional time may be needed, 
depending on the stories chosen and the pedagogical approaches used)

Possible approaches:

•	 	Students	are	divided	into	small	groups.	Each	group	reads	and	discusses	a	
different story, then tells the others about it.

•	 	Students	dramatize	a	story;	each	person	in	the	story	is	assigned	to	several	
different students, so that they might examine his or her motivation.

•	 	Read	a	story	aloud	to	the	group,	and	stop	at	marked	‘decision	points’	(	  ) in 
the narrative so that the group can discuss what they think the people involved 
should do next.

[Suggestions for sequencing story activities begin on p. 7]

There is always a moment 
when the moral choice is 
made. Often because of one 
story or one book or one 
person, we are able to make 
a different choice, a choice for 
humanity, for life.
– Elie Wiesel, from Carol 
Rittner, Sondra Myers (eds), 
The Courage to Care: Rescuers 
of Jews During the Holocaust

Questions for reporting and discussing stories:
>  When and where did the events in the story take place?
>  How was someone’s life or human dignity at risk in this situation?
>  What obstacles did rescuers face? What were they risking?
>  Who were the bystanders and what choices did they make? Why?
>  What pressures and risks were involved?
>  What were the immediate results of the bystanders’ actions? And later?

4. CLOSE – AFTER THE FINAL SESSION ON STORIES (15 minutes)
Remind students that such acts take place throughout the world, even though they 
are not always reported.

Ask students:

•	 	to	summarize	the	situations	in	the	real-life	stories	that	they	have	explored;
•	 	to	review	the	obstacles	the	bystanders	had	to	overcome,	the	risks	they	took,	and	

the impact they had in attempting to protect others.

Our indifference to evil makes 
us partners in the crime.
– Egil Aarvik, chairman  
of the Norwegian Nobel 
Committee, while awarding 
the Nobel Peace Prize  
for 1986

The exploration
1A

TEACHER
RESOURCES1A.1-6

STUDENT
RESOURCES1A.7-12
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The exploration
1A

Possible question:

>   Do you have any examples from school, your neighbourhood or your family,  
in which a bystander did something to protect someone’s life or human dignity?

 Read the following statements by the scholar Ervin Staub about the influence of 
bystanders on the behaviour of others. Ask students to give instances from the stories 
that illustrate the meaning of each statement.

Bystanders can exert powerful influence. They can define the meaning of events and 
move others towards empathy or indifference.

 Psychological research shows that a single deviation from group behaviour can 
greatly diminish conformity. 

In emergencies, the likelihood of helping greatly increases when one bystander 
says the situation is serious or tells others to take action.

 Even the behaviour of governments can be strongly affected by bystanders, 
individuals, groups or other governments. 

– Ervin Staub, The Roots of Evil

!  KEY IDEAS

•	 	Ordinary	people	can,	in	times	of	violence,	act	to	protect	the	life	or	human	
dignity of people they may not know or whom they would not ordinarily be 
inclined to help or protect.

•	 	Bystanders	often	act	despite	possible	personal	risk	or	loss.
•	 	Ordinary	people	everywhere	have	confronted	inhumane	behaviour	to	protect	

others who are at risk.

Every issue seems to affect 
me directly. If you tell me 
that a few people have 
been detained without trial 
in some village, I feel that 
I’m personally responsible 
somehow. You cannot just 
sit there. It cannot be none 
of your business.
– interview with Unity 
Dow, High Court judge in 
Botswana, Amnesty Action
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About the stories
1A

THE STORIES
A selection of real-life stories, from different parts of the world, is included (see pages  
18-23). In all of them someone’s life or human dignity is under threat, as a consequence  
of armed conflict or other situations of violence.

The bystander in each story
•	 		is	an	ordinary	person;
•	 		who	may	have	put	his	or	her	life	or	well-being	in	danger;
•	 		to	protect	the	life	or	human	dignity	of	someone	he	or	she	may	not	know	or	would	 

not ordinarily be inclined to help or protect.

Use some of these stories. Feel free to substitute similar stories of your own.

Each story contributes something different to the exploration of the humanitarian 
perspective. The chart below indicates some of the special features of the stories and 
their uses. It is followed by suggestions for the sequence in which the stories might best 
be explored, and activities to help students experience and analyse the stories.

Story features: Story titles: Suggested uses:

Youth in danger from
threatening 
demonstrators

“Alone on the bench” Good starting point for 
some students because 
they might find it easy to 
identify with the victim, 
who is in a school-related 
environment

Youth violence “Brave shopkeeper” Humanitarian response 
outweighing self-interest

Remarkable impact of a 
single bystander

“Aftermath of a battle” 
 
“A witness comes 
forward”

Good for tracing chain of 
consequences stemming 
from the immediate and 
long-term impact of just 
one bystander

NOTE

Background material is 
provided for the setting 
of each story. In some 
stories, suggested 
‘decision points’ are 
indicated by the
following symbol: 

Growth of humanitarian 
behaviour

“Step by step” Opportunity to analyse 
an example of the 
incremental change 
in the humanitarian 
behaviour of the rescuers 
– good story for role-
playing, with four clearly 
defined participants

Ethnic division “Villagers ease pain in 
camps”

Shows people crossing 
the ethnic barriers that 
define this armed conflict 
to help those at risk
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About the stories
1A

SUGGESTED	SEQUENCES	AND	ACTIVITIES

EXPERIENCING A THREAT TO HUMAN DIGNITY

“Alone on the bench” (35 minutes) or “Brave shopkeeper” (25 minutes)

Begin by asking students to think of experiences from their lives that echo the setting 
of the story (first day of school or going to a new school for the first time, being in an 
unfamiliar or unwelcoming neighbourhood). Elicit from them a list of the thoughts 
and feelings that they may have had in those situations and reasons for those 
thoughts and feelings.

Present the story you chose. Before discussing it, have students write down what they 
believe the young person at risk in the story was thinking as the situation developed. 

Lead a discussion of students’ responses to the story. Help them to focus on the 
danger in the situation and the threat to human dignity.

Then have them write down what the rescuer may have been thinking. What was the 
situation for the shopkeeper or for Grace Lorch? What risks or pressures did the shopkeeper 
or Grace Lorch face? In either case, what might have caused each person to act?

Possible questions:

>  What obstacles did the rescuer face? 
>  What decisions do you think each person made?
>  What do you think was going through the heads of those causing the danger?
>  What effect did the humanitarian act have? (What might the boys from the 

mechanics school do in the future? Why did the crowd not prevent Grace Lorch 
from protecting Elizabeth Eckford?)

Invite discussion on what it took for the shopkeeper or Grace Lorch to step in and 
protect the young person at risk.

Encourage students to find parallels to the story in their own lives. Have any of them 
had a similar experience? What do they remember thinking or feeling? Were any of 
them ever in a position to help a vulnerable person? What did they consider doing? 
What did they actually do?

A lack of protest can
confirm the perpetrators’
faith in what they are doing.
– Ervin Staub, The Roots of Evil

Even in the grimmest
times in prison, when my
comrades and I were
pushed to our limits,
I would see a glimmer of
humanity in one of the
guards, perhaps just for a
second, but it was enough
to reassure me and keep
me going.
– Nelson Mandela, Long Walk 
to Freedom

TEACHER
RESOURCES1A.3/5

STUDENT
RESOURCES1A.9/11
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1A
TRACING A CHAIN OF CONSEQUENCES

“Aftermath of a battle” (35 minutes)
1A.1

 TEACHER
 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
1A.7 RESOURCES

Introduce the story as one that describes the response of someone who just 
happened to witness massive suffering after the battle of Solferino in 1859. Help 
students to picture the battlefield as it must have appeared to bystanders at the time.

Ask students what surprises them about this account, and why.
[For example, that no one was there to help the wounded and dying soldiers, or that no 
local people came forward to help]

Have students assess the impact that a single person had on others.

Possible questions:

>  How did the behaviour of one bystander affect the behaviour of others?
>  What chains of consequences might develop when bystanders behave in an inhumane 

way, when, for instance, they steal from dying soldiers or when they ignore pleas for help?

Students can draw a diagram that shows a number of chains of consequences linked to 
a humanitarian act. They should first write the act in the centre of the page, then draw 
a line to each act it led to, each act forming a link to further acts. Have them explain the 
‘chains’ they found in the story.

Ask students to imagine the links in the ‘chains’ that eventually led to the activities of 
the Red Cross/Red Crescent around the world.

NOTE

There is an example 
of such a diagram 
in Exploration 3A 
(Extension activities).

HOW INCREMENTAL ACTS BUILD THE STRENGTH OF HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE

“Step by step” (35-45 minutes) – small groups and role-playing
1A.4

 TEACHER
 RESOURCES

 STUDENT
1A.10 RESOURCES

Begin with a discussion of what enables people to respond in a humanitarian way.

>  What does it take to do something difficult, dangerous or unpopular in order to 
protect someone whose life or human dignity is at risk?

  [For example, personal courage, strong moral or religious beliefs, ignorance of possible 
danger, personal experience of suffering in a similar way.]

Encourage students to draw upon the stories they have studied as well as upon their 
own experiences.

Present “Step by step.” Then divide the four roles among all the students (assign each 
student one person from the story). Ask them to imagine being the person whom 
they have been assigned. Have them write down what that person might have been 
thinking and feeling at the time.

Goodness, like evil, often 
begins in small steps. Heroes 
evolve; they aren’t born. Very 
often the rescuers make only 
a small commitment at the 
start – to hide someone for a 
day or two. But once they had 
taken that step, they began to 
see themselves differently, as 
someone who helps.
– Ervin Staub, The Roots of Evil

About the stories
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After at least 5 minutes, group students by the roles assigned to them: all those who 
have thought about the same person fall into one group. Have them discuss the 
following questions in their small groups:

>  As this person, what are you trying to do and why?
>  As this person, what are your hopes and fears at each point in the story?

Have students act out the situation.

You might set up the role-playing exercise in this way: 
The scene is Occupied Poland in 1942. Jerezy and Stefa have been hiding Irena 
in their one-room flat for several months. This evening, Jerezy returns from work. 
For him, the danger has become too much.

After the role-playing exercise, conduct a discussion to encourage students to reflect 
on the experience and the choices that they made.

Possible questions:

>  What do you think about the choices you made? Why?
>  What do you think of the choices made by the other three?

Trace the steps in the rescuers’ involvement. To help students to recognize that 
individual differences (in temperament, for example) will lead people to respond 
differently in risky situations, discuss the following points:

>  How did each person contribute to Irena’s survival?
>  How do the actions of one selfless person affect the actions of others?
>  Why is everyone not equally able to do what is needed?
>  What do you think the title of the story means?

From past experience we 
have learned that whenever 
people speak up on behalf 
of their more unfortunate 
fellow human beings, their 
protest does have an effect 
(…) But even if our efforts left 
the tormentors indifferent, the 
efforts would still be fruitful, 
for they bring comfort and 
consolation to the victims.
– Elie Wiesel, article  
in Newsday

FINDING HUMANITARIAN ACTS AROUND THE WORLD

Have students apply what they have learned to other stories about ordinary people 
throughout the world who have acted to protect life or human dignity in violent 
situations. The authors of these stories are quite different from one another, as are 
the settings and the contexts.

NOTE

You can gather more 
stories from your own 
history – national, regional, 
local, personal – and from 
local news sources. 

Story Context Place Author

“Villagers ease 
pain in camps”

Armed conflict Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

A journalist

“A witness comes 
forward”

Internal 
disturbances

South Africa Adapted from an 
autobiography

“Brave 
shopkeeper” (if 
not used earlier)

Street violence Thailand A teacher

1A
About the stories
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1A
Extension activities

RESEARCH AND COLLECT STORIES
Research stories from your history, legends and religion to find accounts of 
bystanders who acted to protect the life or human dignity of someone whom they 
may not know or whom they would not ordinarily be inclined to help or protect.

>  What made them act? What was the result? 

Illustrate and put together a book or exhibit of all the stories you collect.

SAYINGS
Give your own interpretation of the following line from the 14th-century Sufi poet, 
Jelaluddin Rumi:

Be a lamp, or a lifeboat, or a ladder.

You can interpret Rumi’s statement in a drawing, write about it or compose a song based on it.

Do a brainstorming exercise for statements or sayings that you have heard which 
reflect the humanitarian point of view. Explain how each saying is linked with the 
humanitarian point of view. 
[For instance, when an EHL student proposed “Monkey see, monkey do,” classmates 
justified its inclusion on the grounds that people follow other people’s example, and that 
goes for humanitarian behaviour as well as any other type of behaviour.]

Collect (from your family and other sources) traditional sayings that reflect the 
humanitarian point of view. Collaborate on a booklet or collage made up of the sayings.

Instead of seeking vengeance, set a good example.
– a student from Djibouti

Mercy holds the world together.
– a student from Thailand

A ‘Hadith’ by the Prophet says: Whoever of you sees an unjust act should intervene 
to change it by hand, if he cannot then by his tongue, and if he cannot then with his 
heart and this is the minimum.
– a student from Egypt

Even a hunter cannot kill a bird that comes to him for refuge.
– Japanese proverb

TRACE THE CONSEQUENCES
Analyse the impact of bystanders on the protection of life or human dignity.

Choose one of the following acts and construct a chain of consequences:

•	 		an	act	you	did	as	a	bystander	on	behalf	of	someone	else;
•	 		an	act	someone	else	did	as	a	bystander.

Write the action of the bystander in a circle in the middle of the page. Then show the 
impact of that action by connecting the circle to as many other people and events as 
you can think of.
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TEACHER
RESOURCE1A.1

Aftermath of a battle
Background to the story

T.1A
Solferino is a small town in what is now northern Italy. 
Although the people of the Italian peninsula share a 
common language and culture, Italy was not, during 
all the years after the fall of the Roman Empire, a 
united nation. In the period preceding the unification 
of Italy in 1861, the peninsula was home to a number 
of principalities. They were often dominated by their 
more powerful neighbours, mainly France and Austria. 
Both nations had attempted to control northern Italy. 
Most people living in Solferino and its surrounding 
villages were neither French nor Austrian. The example 
of the French Revolution, and almost two decades of 
the domination of northern Italy by Napoleonic France, 
sparked a movement for a unified Italian state, free 
from foreign control. This movement culminated in a 
number of revolutions in 1848. All the revolutions failed, 
and Austrian troops came to occupy much of northern 
and central Italy. One area of the Italian peninsula that 
retained some independence was the Kingdom of 
Piedmont (Sardinia), ruled by King Victor Emmanuel II.

EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE STORY
Piedmont and France formed a military alliance in 
the 1850s. Their plan was to manoeuvre Austria into 
declaring war on Piedmont, so that France could come 
to Piedmont’s assistance. The plan worked, and Austria 
declared war in 1859. At the Battle of Solferino, the 
French and Sardinian armies, under Napoleon III, faced 
the forces of the Austrian Emperor Francis Joseph I. On 
24 June 1859, about 300,000 hungry soldiers, exhausted 
by many days of forced marches, clashed all day long, 
in and around the town of Solferino, until the Austrians 
made a desperate retreat. The plain on which the battle 
took place had been turned into a muddy mess by 
heavy rain, the struggling feet of weary soldiers and the 
hooves of horses. The next morning, when the curious 
came to view the carnage, the ground was covered with 
thousands of dead and dying soldiers.

MO
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Sources: Infoplease (http://www.infoplease.com). Funk and Wagnalls (http://www.funkandwagnalls.
com). Encyclopedia Britannica (http://www.britannica.com). Wikipedia (http://www.wikipedia.org).  
Caroline Moorehead, Dunant’s Dream: War, Switzerland and the History of the Red Cross, Carrol & Graf 
Publishers, Inc., New York, 1998.

http://www.infoplease.com
http://www.funkandwagnalls.com
http://www.funkandwagnalls.com
http://www.britannica.com
http://www.wikipedia.org
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TEACHER
RESOURCE1A.2

South Africa, located at the southern tip of Africa, is 
home to 43.5 million people. The Dutch established a 
colony there in 1652. Until then, the whole area had 
been inhabited exclusively by a number of African 
tribes. In 1814, the Dutch ceded the region to Britain. By 
the end of the nineteenth century, British rule extended 
north and east to the current borders of South Africa. 
In	1910,	the	Union	of	South	Africa	was	created;	it	was	
a self-governing dominion of the British Empire, and 
would later become a member of what came to be 
known as ‘the British Commonwealth.’ Its government 
and economy were designed to be dominated by the 
white minority. The government periodically created 
laws to strengthen ‘white rule.’ The National Party, 
which ruled South Africa from 1948 until 1994, was 
responsible for the passage of many of these laws. 
This system of racial discrimination against non-white 
people was called ‘apartheid.’ It used racial classification 
to restrict the lives of non-white people: where they 
could live, the jobs they could hold, their education  
and their involvement in politics.

EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE STORY
The African National Congress (ANC) was founded in 
1912 for the purpose of achieving equality for the non-
white peoples of South Africa. In 1961, the country – 
now the Republic of South Africa – withdrew from the 
British Commonwealth, and the government took steps 
to further strengthen apartheid. In the 1970s and 
1980s, the South African government lost a great deal of 
international support. World opinion turned against 
apartheid in reaction to media coverage of the 
government’s use of violence. 

By 1990, it had become clear that apartheid was 
doomed. Major anti-apartheid organizations like the 
ANC were legalized and their leaders released from 
prison or allowed to return from exile. Much of the 
legislation establishing apartheid was repealed. The 
government and major political parties worked on 
creating a new constitution and negotiated a process 
for instituting majority rule. Negotiations broke down 
in June 1992 when the ANC accused the government 
of involvement in attacks against its supporters. The 
process resumed in March 1993, after the government 
acknowledged that the police had a responsibility to 
protect ANC members. Apartheid was abolished, and 
the first free elections were held in 1994.

A witness comes forward
Background to the story

Sources: Rita M. Byrnes (ed.), South Africa: A Country Study, Federal Research Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington DC, May 1996 (http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/zatoc.html). Wikipedia (http://www.wikipedia.org).

Population Distribution in 1995
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T.1A

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/zatoc.html
http://www.wikipedia.org
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TEACHER
RESOURCE1A.3

Alone on the bench
Background to the story

Arkansas is a state in the southern United States of 
America. Little Rock is the largest city and the state’s 
capital. In the late 1950s, the population of Arkansas 
was 77% white and 22% African-American. 

Before 1954, most schools in the American South 
were racially segregated. African-American children 
were not allowed to attend the same schools as white 
children. Generally, schools for African-Americans were 
poorly funded compared to those for white children. 
They often needed repairs and lacked basic supplies. 
In 1954, the United States Supreme Court decided 
that segregating schools by race was illegal. The court 
ordered that ‘whites-only’ schools must be opened up 
to African-American students “with all deliberate speed.”

EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE STORY
To comply with the Supreme Court order, the school 
board of the city of Little Rock announced that the city’s 
all-white secondary school could now accept African-
American students. On the first day of the school year 
in September 1957, nine African-American children 
planned to enrol in Central High School in Little Rock. 
At a meeting the day before, the school superintendent 
had told the parents of the African-American students 
that he would not be able to protect them if they 
accompanied their children to school. The governor 
of Arkansas sent the state’s National Guard (a military 
force controlled by the state government) into Little 
Rock, claiming that there was a danger of violence. The 
Guardsmen prevented the African-American children 
from entering the school. A large crowd of white 
people had also gathered around the school to stop the 
children from entering.

Sources: Infoplease (http://www.infoplease.com). Funk and Wagnalls (http://www.funkandwagnalls.com). 
Wikipedia (http://www.wikipedia.org). Daniel Boorstin, Brooks Kelley, Ruth Boorstin, A History of the United 
States, Ginn and Company, Lexington MA, 1981. Daisy Bates, The Long Shadow of Little Rock, David McKay, 
New York, 1962.
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Step by step
Background to the story

At the start of World War II, Poland covered a territory of 
about 375,000 square kilometres. Parts of Poland were 
claimed by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.

Before World War II, Poland had significant minority 
populations of Germans, Russians and Ukrainians. 
Historically, Jews who were persecuted in and expelled 
from much of Europe had been welcome in Poland. 
There, they had practised their religion and built their 
own schools. Jews in Poland continued to have a 
special relationship with Polish rulers. That is one of 
the reasons why a large Jewish community flourished 
in Poland. When World War II began, almost 3,350,000 
Jews were living in Poland. Only 90,000 Polish Jews 
survived the war.

The German invasion of Poland, on 1 September 1939, 
marked the start of World War II. Less than three weeks 
later, the Soviet Union also invaded Poland. The Polish 
government fled to London. Much of its armed forces 
fled to other European countries to continue to fight the 

Germans. The Polish underground, dedicated to fighting 
the Germans, was especially active in Warsaw. In June 
1941, Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union and that 
part of Poland occupied by the Soviet army. By the end 
of the month, all of Poland was in German hands.

EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE STORY
The Nazis created many concentration camps in Poland. 
These camps were used to exterminate Polish Jews, 
Poles who opposed the German occupation and Jews 
brought from other countries. Warsaw’s 450,000 Jews 
were first crowded together into a separate part of the 
city, now known to history as the Warsaw Ghetto. Then 
they were deported to concentration camps.

On 1 August 1944, the Polish underground changed its 
tactics. It began an open, armed struggle against the 
Nazis. On 2 October, the leader of the Polish fighters 
surrendered. After the surrender, the Nazis transported 
most of the residents of Warsaw to camps in Germany 
or forced them to move to other Polish towns and cities.

Sources: Infoplease (http://www.infoplease.com). Funk and Wagnalls (http://www.funkandwagnalls.com). 
Encyclopedia Britannica (http://www.britannica.com). Wikipedia (http://www.wikipedia.org).
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Thailand is a country in South-East Asia. Bangkok is the 
largest city, and also the capital of the country.

Before World War II, Thailand’s economy was based 
on agriculture. More recently, Thailand’s economy has 
become more industrial and urban. While this change 
has increased the country’s overall wealth, it has also 
caused difficulties. Environmental problems and a 
lack of access to land have forced many Thais to move 
from the countryside to the city. Although some find 
employment, many do not. This has caused an increase 
in urban homelessness and crime. Thailand also has 
a growing problem in the form of youth gangs in 
Bangkok and other urban areas.

Brave shopkeeper
Background to the story

Sources: Barbara Leitch LePoer (ed.), Thailand: A Country Study, Federal Research Division, Library of 
Congress, Washington DC, September 1987 (http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/thtoc.html#th0046).
Infoplease (http://www.infoplease.com). Funk and Wagnalls (http://www.funkandwagnalls.com).
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Villagers ease pain in camps
Background to the story

Bosnia and Herzegovina is bordered today by Croatia, 
Serbia, and Montenegro. The village of Batkovic is in the 
north-east of the country, near the border with Serbia. 

At the time of the 1991 census, 4,365,000 people lived in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina: 31% were Serbs and members 
of	the	Serbian	Orthodox	Church;	49%	were	Muslims	
whose ancestors had converted to Islam when the area 
was	part	of	the	Ottoman	Empire;	the	remainder	of	the	
population was mostly Croat Roman Catholic.

The provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina formed part 
of the Austro-Hungarian Empire until the end of World 
War I, when the empire was broken up and the two 
provinces combined as one in the Kingdom of the 
Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (later renamed the Kingdom 
of Yugoslavia). In 1945, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
became one of the republics of the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia (Yugoslavia). Yugoslavia was led 
by Josip Broz Tito, leader of the ‘Partizans’ the major 
armed resistance movement that fought the German 
occupation of Yugoslavia during World War II. Tito’s 
death in 1980, combined with the weakening of the 

Soviet Union, enabled nationalist sentiments to reassert 
themselves and cause tensions. In 1991, the Yugoslav 
Republics of Slovenia, Macedonia and Croatia declared 
their independence.

EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE STORY
In a referendum held in the spring of 1992, the Muslim 
and Croat populations of Bosnia and Herzegovina also 
voted for independence from Yugoslavia. The Bosnian 
Serbs, who had boycotted the referendum, established 
their own government. An armed conflict broke out 
between the Croatian-backed Muslim and Croat forces, 
on the one hand, and the Bosnian Serb forces opposing 
the independence of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
supported by military units from Serbia, on the other. As 
a result, civilians were terrorized, murdered, detained in 
concentration camps and forcibly expelled from the 
areas in which they had been living. The war went on 
until the 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement put a stop to 
the fighting.

Sources: Infoplease (http://www.infoplease.com). Funk and Wagnalls	(http://www.funkandwagnalls.com). 
Wikipedia (http://www.wikipedia.org).
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The story
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In Exploration 1A, students read, enacted, and analysed 
a number of stories about bystanders. Exploration 
1B helps students to define what the concept of a 
humanitarian act – the behaviour at the heart of all the 
stories – is.

Exploring Humanitarian Law (EHL) defines a 
‘humanitarian act’ like this: “an act performed by a 
person to protect life or the human dignity of someone 
whom he or she may not know or would not ordinarily 

be inclined to help or protect. A humanitarian act is likely  
to involve personal risk or loss.” 

After defining a humanitarian act, and having been 
introduced to the subject of possible risks and obstacles, 
students will examine some real examples of humanitarian 
acts performed during armed conflict. Then, they will 
discuss the kinds of risks and obstacles encountered by 
those who performed the humanitarian acts.

OBJECTIVES
•	 	to	understand	the	concept	of	a	humanitarian	act
•	 	to	understand	how	social	pressure	has	an	influence	on	what	is	done	in	those	situations	where	

someone’s life or human dignity is at risk 
•	 	to	be	able	to	identify	humanitarian	acts	in	the	news	and	in	everyday	life

STUDENT
RESOURCE

1B.1 Voices from war – 1

PREPARATION

Prepare the two displays used in this activity:

1.	characteristics	of	a	humanitarian	act;	and	2.	social	pressure.

In the Methodology Guide, review teaching methods 7 (Writing and reflecting) and 10 (Gathering stories and 
news) and workshop 2 (“Role-playing: What can bystanders do?”).

If possible, view the relevant section of the teacher video (Organizing students’ responses: Looking at 
humanitarian acts).

TIME

One 45-minute session

1B

1B
Exploration 1B: Looking at humanitarian acts
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The exploration
1B

1. THE CONCEPT OF A HUMANITARIAN ACT (15 minutes)
Display the three characteristics of humanitarian acts and have students give 
examples for each from the stories in Exploration 1A. 

Characteristics of a humanitarian act
•	 	protects	life	or	human	dignity
•	 	usually	done	for	someone	whom	you	may	not	know	or	would	not	ordinarily	 

be inclined to help or protect 
•	 	likely	to	involve	personal	risk	or	loss

Humanitarian acts often have to be carried out against social pressure. Use the 
following ‘social pressure line’ to show how strongly social pressures favour or 
oppose performing a humanitarian act.

Social pressure
opposed to in favour of 
protecting protecting

<–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––>

Using the stories studied in Exploration 1A or an event familiar to your students, ask 
the following questions:

>  Where on the line would you put this act, and why?
>  How was stepping forward to protect someone’s life or human dignity influenced 

by the social context?
  [For example, social pressure to “mind your own business” or social pressure to join in 

the persecution makes it harder for someone to rescue a victim]

Possible questions:

>  Why were other bystanders not already helping?
>  How did one bystander’s actions change other people’s willingness to help?
>  Why were bystanders in a story NOT expected to help? What social pressures did 

they defy in order to help?
>  Can you give an example from history where culture, class or religion played a part 

in whether people protected victims?
>  Can you think of examples of both the good and the bad effects of social pressure?

Encourage students to refer to the stories they have analysed or to use other 
examples that they might know.

NOTE

If necessary, first discuss 
one excerpt with the 
class to show how the 
circumstances of war 
exert pressures that work 
against the performance 
of humanitarian acts.
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2. CONSIDER HUMANITARIAN ACTS IN RECENT ARMED CONFLICTS (15 minutes)

Present “Voices from war – 1”. Assign students an excerpt, and have them  
write a description of the humanitarian act. 

 STUDENT
1B.1 RESOURCES

Then have them briefly describe the incident, indicating:

•	 	what	happened;
•	 	where	they	would	put	the	act	on	the	‘social pressure line’ and why.

Discuss their work.

Possible question:

>  Does it make a difference when the person at risk is someone we do not know or 
someone we regard as an enemy?

It is out of my reach to 
understand why our 
neighbours and friends did 
not help us, did not even say 
‘hello’ to us. They say they 
were not allowed to. I do not 
accept that because I would 
not act like that. At the very 
least I would ask the soldiers 
what was going on and try 
to stop them.
– a war victim

3. ASSESS THE DIFFICULTIES IN DECIDING TO ACT (10 minutes)

Discuss the third characteristic of a humanitarian act – “likely to involve personal risk or loss.”

Possible question:

>  What kinds of risks might there be?
 [For example, emotional, social, psychological, physical]

Have students choose one of the humanitarian acts and list the difficulties or risks involved.

Help them to see that individual differences in personalities, as well as in personal 
circumstances, influence people’s humanitarian responses.

I read a book about the 
Scarlet Pimpernel in the 
French Revolution, who 
rescued people condemned 
to die. I think his personality 
made it easier for him.
– an American student

4. CLOSE (5 minutes)
Conclude by reviewing the characteristics of a humanitarian act. Illustrate each 
characteristic, if possible, with an example given by the students.

!  KEY IDEAS

•	 	A	humanitarian	act	is	done	to	protect	someone	whose	life	or	human	dignity	
is in danger, especially someone whom one would not ordinarily be inclined 
to help or protect. Such acts are likely to involve personal risk or loss.

•	 	Performing	a	humanitarian	act	may	be	difficult	in	some	social	contexts,	
particularly when it involves a person who is considered to be part of an 
‘enemy’ group.
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1B
HISTORY AND CULTURE
Write about a humanitarian act you know of (from your own experience or from films, 
the radio, television, your reading, history or events in your region or country, or 
something that you learned by interviewing someone).

Students have cited examples such as the legend of Salah El Din curing Richard 
the Lionheart and the 20th-century story of Oskar Schindler.

MEDIA
Use newspapers, the radio and television to find stories of humanitarian acts. Gather 
all the stories you have found and make a scrapbook or wall display.

Write summaries of the stories you find, giving the date and the location of the 
humanitarian act, and also your media source.

Analyse the humanitarian act on the basis of these three characteristics:

•	 protecting	life	or	human	dignity;
•	 	usually	done	for	someone	whom	you	may	not	know	or	whom	you	would	not	
ordinarily	be	inclined	to	help	or	protect;

•	 likely	to	involve	personal	risk	or	loss.

Extension activities
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
EXPLORATION 1C: A BYSTANDER’S DILEMMA

1C
Exploration 1C: A bystander’s dilemma

In Explorations 1A and 1B students explored actual 
humanitarian acts in terms of the obstacles and risks 
that bystanders faced before they acted, and the impact 
or consequences, immediate and long-term, of what 
they ultimately did. Exploration 1C introduces the 
dilemma pedagogy of Exploring Humanitarian Law 
(EHL) and uses it to further explore humanitarian acts. 
Students assume the role of bystanders and consider 
whether	to	perform	a	humanitarian	act;	they	are

required also to take into account the viewpoints of 
everyone involved and to thoroughly examine goals and 
possible consequences.

Most humanitarian acts create dilemmas. But dilemma 
pedagogy is not emphasized at the beginning of the 
module because it is essential that students grasp the 
nature of humanitarian acts before analysing them. Many 
humanitarian acts are, in fact, done on impulse.

OBJECTIVES
•	 	to	recognize	the	complexity	of	a	bystander’s	situation	when	he	or	she	is	witnessing	a	threat	to	life	or	 

human dignity
•	 	to	learn	how	to	analyse	a	dilemma

STUDENT
RESOURCES

1C.1 Dilemma scenario: He was having some fun 
1C.2 Dilemma worksheet

PREPARATION

In the Methodology Guide, review teaching methods 4 (Using dilemmas) and 7 (Writing and reflecting) and 
workshop 3 (“Working with dilemmas: A bystander’s dilemma”).

TIME

One 45-minute session

1C
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
EXPLORATION 1C: A BYSTANDER’S DILEMMA

1C
1. INTRODUCE THE CONCEPT OF A DILEMMA (10 minutes) 
Use familiar sayings to illustrate the concept of a dilemma.
[For example, “I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t” or “Between a rock and  
a hard place;” add something from your students’ local culture.]

Encourage students to suggest what a dilemma is. Ask them to give examples, and 
explain why certain examples are dilemmas.

Identify the main features of a dilemma:

•	 	a	situation	that	requires	making	a	choice	among	alternative	actions	(including	
choosing	to	do	nothing);

•	 all	options	have	advantages	and	disadvantages.

Point out that in a dilemma, even “making the best of a bad situation” may seem 
impossible because:

•	 every	option	seems	likely	to	cause	problems;
•	 the	consequences	of	all	available	options	are	uncertain.

Use one of the stories in the module or a dilemma contributed by the students 
themselves. Have students propose several actions in response to the dilemma. Then, 
for each action, use these questions:

> What is the desired consequence of your proposed action?
>  Might there be other consequences? (Explore the chains of consequences that 

might result.)
> What are the unknown or unpredictable elements in the situation?
>  Who else is involved? How will they be affected by your action? How will they view 

your action? How will the views of others affect the outcome?

2. EXPLORE THE COMPLEXITY OF WENDY’S HUMANITARIAN DILEMMA (30 minutes)

Present Wendy’s dilemma in “He was having some fun.”  STUDENT
1C.1 RESOURCES

Have students imagine themselves in Wendy’s place as she waits outside the prison. 

Have them write down their thoughts on the following subjects: 

•	 what	they	might	consider	doing	if	they	were	Wendy;
•	 	what	the	consequences	of	their	action	might	be.

After allowing time for individual writing, ask students to discuss the dilemma Wendy 
faces, her role as a bystander and what she might do.

Start by focusing on the prisoner’s situation, as it seems to Wendy.

Possible question:

>  What do Wendy and the guard each seem to think about the prisoner’s human dignity?

The exploration
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
EXPLORATION 1C: A BYSTANDER’S DILEMMA

1C
Then use the “Dilemma worksheet” to explore ideas for resolving Wendy’s dilemma.  STUDENT

1C.2 RESOURCES

 For each option that students propose, ask them to suggest the 
possible consequences for:

•	 	the	prisoner;
•	 	Wendy’s	hope	for	seeing	her	imprisoned	friend;
•	 	the	guard’s	current	and	future	behaviour;	
•	 	Wendy’s	imprisoned	friend.

Possible questions:

> What positive consequences would this action have in humanitarian terms?
> Could choosing this option make things worse? How? And for whom?

You might mark a  next to consequences that would have a positive effect in 
humanitarian terms and an X next to those that might have a harmful effect.

After the discussion, ask students to take a few minutes more to decide what they 
now think they would do if they were Wendy. Have them explain their decision in 
writing, together with their reasons for it.

Then invite them to share their decisions and their reasons.

NOTE

If it is appropriate, 
suggest to your students 
that they think of Wendy 
and the guards as 
belonging to their own 
group (national, ethnic, 
religious, racial, cultural, 
etc.) and the prisoners as 
members of a different 
group – one that is 
politically, economically 
and militarily controlled 
by the students’ group.

3. CLOSE: INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL FORCES (5 minutes)
Conclude by having students make four lists:

Emotions & Perceptions
1 that influence Wendy’s decisions 2 that influence the guard’s behaviour

Conditions
(time limits, differences in power, location)
3 that influence Wendy’s decisions 4 that influence the guard’s behaviour

A lack of protest can confirm 
the perpetrators’ faith in what 
they are doing.
– Ervin Staub, The Roots of Evil

By talking about these aspects of the dilemma, students will come to see how 
personal points of view and external circumstances affect a person’s efforts to meet 
the needs of others.

!  KEY IDEAS

•	 	In	many	humanitarian	acts,	people	face	a	dilemma	of	choosing	whether	or	
not to protect someone’s life or human dignity when doing so may involve 
personal risk or cost to themselves or to those they are trying to protect.

•	 Either	choice	can	have	complex	and	long-term	consequences	for	all	involved.

The exploration
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
EXPLORATION 1C: A BYSTANDER’S DILEMMA

STUDENT
RESOURCE1C.1

S.1C
Dilemma scenario
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
EXPLORATION 1C: A BYSTANDER’S DILEMMA
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
MODULE 1: THE HUMANITARIAN PERSPECTIVE
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
MODULE 1: THE HUMANITARIAN PERSPECTIVE

1
Assessment

METHODS OF ASSESSMENT

ONGOING ASSESSMENT

Exploring Humanitarian Law (EHL) provides teachers with daily opportunities to 
find out what their students are learning and what misconceptions they might have. 
Active teaching methods, such as class discussion, small group work, brainstorming 
and role-playing all provide such opportunities.

Take five minutes at the end of class to have students write down one-or two-
sentence answers to the following questions:

>  What did you learn today?
>  What remaining questions do you have?

  Read through their responses, and use them to build on students’ knowledge and 
clarify any misconceptions for the next lesson.

PORTFOLIO OF STUDENT WORK

In each module, students are asked to carry out activities such as interviewing 
people, illustrating concepts with poems, plays or artwork and writing research 
papers on particular topics.

Keep a folder or portfolio for each student, containing written work, artwork, 
interviews and news clippings that he or she has contributed in class. Periodically 
go over the student’s work with him or her to monitor progress in understanding 
international humanitarian law (IHL).

Post samples of students’ work where all can see.

END-OF-MODULE QUESTIONS

After Module 1 is completed, you might want to devote the last class session to a 
written assessment of what students have learned. You could do this with one essay 
question (20-30 minutes) and two or three short-answer questions (10 minutes each).

 Possible essay questions:

>  Select from the materials (or create) an example of a bystander witnessing a 
situation of violence. Put yourself in the shoes of the bystander. What are your 
choices? What are the consequences? What do you decide to do and why?

>  How can humanitarian behaviour be developed? Discuss obstacles to humanitarian 
acts and why they are difficult to overcome (or how to overcome them).

  Possible short-answer questions:

>  Define bystander, humanitarian act and dilemma.
>  Give an example of a humanitarian act reported by the news media, and explain 

why you think it was a humanitarian act.
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
MODULE 1: THE HUMANITARIAN PERSPECTIVE

1
Assessment

You could ask students to formulate other questions in small groups and then select 
one of them as the essay question for the whole class. Or you could ask each student to 
propose a question and then answer it. (The student would be assessed on the quality 
of the question as well as on the answer.) Or you could select a quote from a newspaper 
article, a sidebar in the materials or another source and ask students to identify the 
main point being made in the quote and whether they agree or disagree with it.

CRITERIA FOR ASSESSMENT

An effective student response is one which:

•	 	uses	concepts,	such	as	bystander,	combatant,	dilemma	or	chain	reaction	and	other	
terms	in	the	EHL	materials;

•	 	gives	concrete	examples	to	back	up	points;
•	 	includes	examples	from	a	variety	of	sources,	such	as	the	news	media,	interviews,	

class discussion and outside reading.

The above techniques are simply suggestions to help you assess your students’ work  
on the EHL materials. Feel free to adapt them to your needs.
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
MODULE 1: THE HUMANITARIAN PERSPECTIVE

1
Web resources

GENERAL INFORMATION ON THE COUNTRIES MENTIONED IN THE STORIES 

•	 	Encyclopedia	Britannica	 
(http://www.britannica.com)

•	 	Infoplease	 
(http://www.infoplease.com)

•	 	Library	of	Congress	Country	Studies	series	 
(http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cshome.html)

•	 	Wikipedia	 
(http://www.wikipedia.org)

HUMANITARIAN ACTS 

•	 	The	Albert	Schweitzer	Page	 
(http://www.pcisys.net/~jnf/)

•	 	A	Teacher’s	Guide	to	the	Holocaust:	Rescuers	 
(http://fcit.coedu.usf.edu/holocaust/people/rescuer.htm)

•	 	Jewish	Virtual	Library:	Holocaust/Rescuers	 
(http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Holocaust/rescuetoc.html)

•	 	Peacemaker	Heros	 
(http://www.myhero.com/peacemakers)

 A site by and for young people about their heroes.

•	 	The	Nobel	Peace	Prize	 
(http://nobelpeaceprize.org)

For more specific information on individual countries, conflicts and stories used as 
examples in this module, we suggest the following online sources.

“AFTERMATH OF A BATTLE” 

•	 	A Memory of Solferino  
(http://www.icrc.org/WEB/ENG/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/
p0361?OpenDocument&style=Custo_Final.4&View=defaultBody2)

•	 	From	the	battle	of	Solferino	to	the	eve	of	the	First	World	War,	 
International Committee of the Red Cross  
(http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/html/57JNVP)

•	 	Henry	Dunant,	International	Committee	of	the	Red	Cross	 
(http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/html/57JNVQ)

•	 	History	of	the	International	Committee	of	the	Red	Cross,	 
International Committee of the Red Cross  
(http://www.icrc.org/eng/history)

http://www.britannica.com
http://www.infoplease.com
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cshome.html
http://www.wikipedia.org
http://www.pcisys.net/~jnf/
http://fcit.coedu.usf.edu/holocaust/people/rescuer.htm
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Holocaust/rescuetoc.html
http://www.myhero.com/peacemakers
http://nobelpeaceprize.org
http://www.icrc.org/WEB/ENG/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/p0361?OpenDocument&style=Custo_Final.4&View=defaultBody2
http://www.icrc.org/WEB/ENG/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/p0361?OpenDocument&style=Custo_Final.4&View=defaultBody2
http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/html/57JNVP
http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/html/57JNVQ
http://www.icrc.org/eng/history
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Exploring Humanitarian Law
MODULE 1: THE HUMANITARIAN PERSPECTIVE

1
Web resources

“ALONE ON THE BENCH” 

•	 	Little	Rock	Central	High	School	Integration:	50th	Anniversary	Homepage 
(http://www.lrsd.org/centralhigh50th)

“A WITNESS COMES FORWARD” AND “HE WAS HAVING SOME FUN”

•	 	African	History:	Apartheid	 
(http://www.mrdowling.com/610-apartheid.html)

•	 	South	African	Biographies:	Stephen	Biko	 
(http://zar.co.za/biko.htm)

“STEP BY STEP”

•	 	Multimedia	Learning	Center,	Museum	of	Tolerance	 
(http://motlc.learningcenter.wiesenthal.org)

•	 	The	Warsaw	Ghetto	Uprising,	United	States	Holocaust	Memorial	Museum	 
(http://www.ushmm.org/outreach/wgupris.htm) 
A site developed for young people.

“VILLAGERS EASE PAIN IN CAMPS”

•	 	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	OneWorld	 
(http://uk.oneworld.net/guides/bosnia/development#Conflict)

•	 	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	International	Crisis	Group	 
(http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=1242&l=1)

•	 	The	Yugoslav	conflict	-	Chronology	of	events	 
(http://www.ibiblio.org/pub/academic/history/marshall/military/a-weu/document/
yugodefc.rus)

http://www.lrsd.org/centralhigh50th
http://www.mrdowling.com/610-apartheid.html
http://zar.co.za/biko.htm
http://motlc.learningcenter.wiesenthal.org
http://www.ushmm.org/outreach/wgupris.htm
http://uk.oneworld.net/guides/bosnia/development#Conflict
http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=1242&l=1
http://www.ibiblio.org/pub/academic/history/marshall/military/a-weu/document/yugodefc.rus
http://www.ibiblio.org/pub/academic/history/marshall/military/a-weu/document/yugodefc.rus
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