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(Please note that this is not a formal paper.  I have tried to provide a recap of the session in Sofia—with a couple of additions based on other meetings in Bulgaria—in the hopes that the discussion we began there can continue.  To this end, I have also started a Yahoo Group (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/HumanRightsCulturalWrongs) which I invite you to join by sending an e-mail to HumanRightsCulturalWrongs-subscribe@yahoogroups.com.) 

This session will not give you five easy steps or ten sure-fire techniques—just a lot of quotations and maybe a couple of personal convictions.  I haven’t got definitive answers, or even answers full stop—just questions and more questions.  Since I can’t afford to collect antiques, I collect quotations instead, and I am sharing with you some quotations that I think are relevant to our session today (NB:  these quotations are included at the end of this document, along with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which I displayed on a poster at the front of the conference room).

Before getting into the issues themselves, I want to provide some guidelines.  While there is clearly a relationship between culture and law, our focus today will be on the cultural rather than the legal or political, e.g., the death penalty imposed by a state.  The reason for this is purely practical: we have only 45 minutes and this is SIETAR, not the EU or the UN!

I invite you today to join me in what I hope is only the beginning of a complex and difficult discussion of some crucial issues in the intercultural field.  I have been asking myself many questions related to issues of “Human Rights, Cultural Wrongs” and suspect that I am not the only one.  What I ask of you today is a willingness to go beyond comforting platitudes and “truths”, and to listen to things that make us uncomfortable.  Among other things, I invite you to call into question our own assumptions, models and constructs—in other words, to do what we encourage and train others to do!

If I had to identify one of the starting points for my questioning, it would be a conversation I had with a colleague at a SIETAR Europa Congress a couple of years ago.  I was describing the work that a friend of mine—someone I very much admire—is doing in the struggle against slavery.   Not metaphorical slavery, mind you, but actual chattel slavery in the 21st century.  My colleague said, “That’s cultural imperialism.  Your friend is imposing her Western moral framework on another culture.”  My gut reaction was—and still is—“Yes, and thank G-d she is.”  Does this make me a bad interculturalist?  

Cultures around the world are struggling with issues of immigration, assimilation, adaptation, integration, majority and minority identities and co-existence.  The field of intercultural relations has much to offer in these areas, but it—and we—are hampered by a lack of clarity on certain basic issues, particularly those that involve the moral basis for our work.  Do our fundamental constructs (e.g, cultural relativism) help or hinder us?  In other words, have our basic theoretical concepts and models been stretched beyond their range of convenience?  

Cultural relativism—a form of moral relativism—is one of the foundations of the field of intercultural relations.  The end point of many developmental models of intercultural competence is an ethno-relativistic perspective where an individual understands that judgments of “right” or “wrong” can be made only in relation to a specific context.  Because moral judgments are culturally bound, they cannot apply across cultures.  Thus, behaviors or cultural practices are neither right nor wrong in and of themselves; all we can say is that a certain behavior or practice is right or wrong within the context of a specific culture.  Therefore, all cultures are equally worthy and deserving of respect.  Tolerance for difference is what we believe in, what we teach, what we write about and what we try to practice.  Judgment is bad (except for that one), and so we don’t judge.

Or do we? Much of what we do in this field involves implicit value judgments.  Surely if we are doing this work at all, it is because we have made the judgment that it is a good or moral thing to do with our lives—we’re certainly not in it for the lavish salaries or to get away from the glitter and tinsel of Hollywood between starring in blockbuster films—and in fact, we judge all the time.  What theories and concepts do we choose to include in training, what do we exclude; what do we show and what do we not show?  We have no problem saying things like, “That’s an excellent article, a powerful seminar”; what are these if not judgments?  Is it only negative judgments that are bad?  Or is it acceptable to make negative judgments about some cultures and their practices, but not about others?  Rather than claim that we don’t judge, it might be more useful to look at what and how we judge.

By doing intercultural work we are in effect saying that being open to other cultures is better than not being open to other cultures (and what about cultures that aren’t?).  This is an implicit element of our agenda in doing intercultural training!  Further, many of the models that we use (e.g., Perry, Bennett) have an implicit value judgment built in.  Developmental models imply a progression; that it’s better in some way to be farther along on the scale.

A related principle of the field is that imposing our moral standards on other cultures is a form of imperialism, implying that one set of morals is superior to another.  Doing so is—dare one say it?—immoral.  What are the implications of this stance in the face of cultures that practice slavery or “honor” killings, to take two examples?  Critics of the field accuse interculturalists of being muddle-headed wafflers whose relativistic beliefs prevent them from speaking out against such practices, and absent an explicit ethical position from us (or from SIETAR), there may be some truth to this.  Discussions on the relationships, tensions and conflicts between the field of intercultural relations, cultural relativism and universal human rights are taking place in the news, in the legal sphere, and in anthropology, but rarely (at least in my experience) in the field of intercultural relations.  Does this affect our credibility as practitioners?  As human beings?

And what happens after the models end?  The end point for Perry is “commitment in relativism”, while for Bennett it is the “creative marginal”.  In both cases the end point is essentially cultural and moral relativism, where were can accept that our cultural practices are fine in the context of our culture and those of other cultures are fine in the context of their cultures.  And indeed, cultural relativism poses no problems when applied to many of the traditional dimensions or areas of our work:  monochronic/polychronic, high context/low context, and so on, are neither good or bad, better or worse, right or wrong, but simply different.

But what if differences are not “simply different”?  All models and theories have a range of convenience, and when they are stretched beyond it they begin to break down.  What if there is a cultural practice—for example, slavery or “honor” killing—that I not only condemn in terms of my own culture but also want to stop people from doing when they emigrate to my country?  And what if I think they should stop doing it even in their own culture?

Is a belief in cultural relativism the only absolute value in our field?  Does the philosophy of “absolute” cultural/moral relativism put us into the position of defending intolerance or cultural pathologies?  Are we using the language of liberalism to justify oppression?  Is cultural relativism its own form of moral absolute, or does it have limitations?  If so, what are they, and where do we draw the lines?  What can we say about the tension between cultural relativism and universal human rights?  Do human rights depend on belonging to a particular culture and if so, can they really be considered “human rights” at all?  If a white European cannot be subjected to “honor” killing or slavery but a black African can, is it possible that cultural relativism itself involves implicit racism?   These are difficult questions, and we need to be talking about them while keeping in mind there are no easy answers.

In the face of slavery or “honor” killings, for example, it seems to me that it is not enough to say, “Well, that’s wrong in my culture, but who am I to say what they should do in their culture?”  The question I often hear is, “Who are we to judge?”  The answer is:  “Human beings:  nothing more or less.”  How can we be both good interculturalists and good human beings?

If I think that human slavery or “honor” killings, for example, are horrible things that should be abolished, does that mean I cannot work as an interculturalist?   If I can look at human slavery or “honor” killings and not feel in my heart and soul that they are wrong, what kind of human being am I?  How can I be outraged at the murder of Matthew Shepard for being gay on the one hand and accept “honor” killings of gays and lesbians as a legitimate cultural practice on the other?

We know that education is crucial, but we also know that education alone is an inadequate response to such questions.  The Shoah (Holocaust) was devised, engineered and often perpetrated by highly-educated professionals with advanced degrees from the world’s most prestigious educational institutions.  With a cracked moral compass, their education, knowledge and skills served the cause of pure evil.  We are honored today to be meeting in a place where people looked into the face of that pure evil and at the risk of their own lives said, “No!”, a country which miraculously, incredibly, saved its entire Jewish community from the Holocaust.

As a final thought, let’s bring this all down to earth by looking at an imaginary situation in which there is just such a values conflict within our own professional organization, right here in SIETAR.  I’m going to outline some hypothetical situations and ask you to think about the implications of cultural relativism and the concept of universal human rights in these situations:

· SIETAR UK refuses to accept members with an address in Northern Ireland.  On a personal level, no-one has any problem with members from Northern Ireland, but accepting members with an address in Northern Ireland is impossible for complex legal and political reasons.  To do so will make it impossible for SIETAR UK to organize and grow, and may even lead to the destruction of the organization.  That is just part of the UK paradox.

· SIETAR India refuses to accept members with an address in Kashmir.  On a personal level, no-one has any problem with members from Kashmir, but accepting members with an address in Kashmir is impossible for complex legal and political reasons.  To do so will make it impossible for SIETAR India to organize and grow and may even lead to the destruction of the organization.  That is just part of the Indian paradox.

· SIETAR Europa refuses to accept members with an address in Turkey.  On a personal level, no-one has any problem with members from Turkey, but accepting members with an address in Turkey is impossible for complex legal and political reasons.  To do so will make it impossible for SIETAR Europe to organize and grow and may even lead to the destruction of the organization.  That is just part of the European paradox.

· SIETAR Middle East refuses to accept members with an address in Israel.  On a personal level, no-one has any problem with members from Israel, but accepting members with an address in Israel is impossible for complex legal and political reasons.  To do so will make it impossible for SIETAR Middle East to organize and grow and may even lead to the destruction of the organization.  That is just part of the Middle Eastern paradox.

· SIETAR US refuses to accept members with an address in Mexico.  On a personal level, no-one has any problem with members from Mexico, but accepting members with an address in Mexico is impossible for complex legal and political reasons.  To do so will make it impossible for SIETAR US to organize and grow and may even lead to the destruction of the organization.  That is just part of the US paradox.

· SIETAR Canada refuses to accept members with an address in Québec.  On a personal level, no-one has any problem with members from Québec, but accepting members with an address in Québec is impossible for complex legal and political reasons.  To do so will make it impossible for SIETAR Canada to organize and grow and may even lead to the destruction of the organization.  That is just part of the Canadian paradox.

If any of the questions I’ve asked this morning have resonated with you, I invite you to continue the discussion as we began—with open minds, open hearts and open souls.  

When you are in a place where there is no human being, be a human being.

Jewish proverb

Those who seek a vision must forsake the trodden path and conquer both delusion and despair.  And even if a vision never comes, the quest itself may guide them through a life of discovery

Anonymous

One respects them because they are concerned with profound questions:  then one ceases to respect them because they accept superficial answers.

Stephen Spender

There always comes a time in history when the man who dares to say that two plus two equals four is punished with death. . .And the issue is not a matter of what reward or what punishment will be the outcome of that reasoning.  The issue is simply whether or not two plus two equals four.  For those of our townspeople who were then risking their lives, the decision they had to make was simply whether or not they were in the midst of a plague and whether or not is was necessary to struggle against it.

Camus, The Plague

Tolerance becomes a crime when applied to evil.

Thomas Mann

There can be no knowledge without emotion. We may be aware of a truth, yet until we have felt its force, it is not ours. To the cognition of the brain must be added the experience of the soul

Arnold Bennett
Throughout history it has been the inaction of those who could have acted, the indifference of those who should have known better, the silence of the voice of justice when it mattered most, that has made it possible for evil to triumph.
Haile Selassie

Traditions deserve respect only insofar as they are respectable - that is, exactly insofar as they themselves respect the fundamental rights of men and women.

Amin Maalouf

It is necessary for us to realize that we have moved from the era of civil rights to the era of human rights. When you deal with human rights you are not dealing with something clearly defined in the Constitution. They are rights that are clearly defined by the mandates of a humanitarian concern.

Martin Luther King Jr.,

Defenseless under the night

Our world in stupor lies;

Yet, dotted everywhere,

Ironic points of light

Flash out wherever the Just

Exchange their messages:

May I, composed like them

Of Eros and of dust,

Beleaguered by the same

Negation and despair,

Show an affirming flame.

W.H. Auden, "September 1, 1939”

The world is dangerous not because of those who do harm, but because of those who look at it without doing anything.

Albert Einstein

The hottest places in Hell are reserved for those who in time of great moral crises maintain their neutrality.
Dante Aleghieri
All that is necessary for evil to succeed is that good men do nothing.

Edmund Burke

Seven Deadly Sins:

Politics without principle

Wealth without work

Commerce without morality

Pleasure without conscience

Education without character

Science without humanity

Worship without sacrifice.

Mohandas K. Gandhi

Where there is no vision people perish.

Proverbs 29:18

The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.  One should, for example, be able to see that things are hopeless and yet be determined to make them otherwise.

F. Scott Fitzgerald

Whoever fights monsters should see to it that

in the process he does not become a monster.

Nietzsche

Turn it, turn it, everything is in it.

Chassidic proverb

If I am not for myself, who will be for me?

But if I am for myself alone, what am I?

And if not now, when?

Hillel

צדק צדק תרדוף
Justice, justice shall you pursue.

Deuteronomy 16:20

Rabbi Tarfon taught:  Do not be daunted by the enormity of the world's grief. Do justly now. Love mercy now.  It is not up to you to complete the work (of perfecting the world), but neither are you free to refrain from doing it.

Pirkei Avot, Ethics of Our Fathers

First they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out--because I was not a Jew.  Then they came for the Communists, and I did not speak out--because I was not a Communist.  Then they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out--because I was not a trade unionist.  Then they came for me--and there was no-one left to speak out for me.

Pastor Martin Niemoeller

Each time a person stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot

of others, or strikes out against injustice, he or she sends a tiny

ripple of hope. Crossing each other from a million different centers of

energy and daring, these simple ripples build a current that can sweep

down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.

Robert Kennedy

Let them call me rebel and welcome, I feel no concern from it; but I should suffer the misery of devils, were I to make a whore of my soul...

Thomas Paine

Our lives begin to end when we stop speaking out for what we believe in.
Martin Luther King, Jr.

Courage is fear that has said its prayers.

Dorothy Bernard

Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say.

Shakespeare, King Lear
The distance is nothing; it's only the first step that is difficult.

Mme. du Deffand

The work will teach you how to do it.

Estonian Proverb

The whole world is a very narrow bridge and the essential thing is not to be afraid.

Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav

Never retract, never explain, never apologize; get the thing done and let them howl.

Nellie McClung

In this world merely being human is already being heroic.

Albert Camus

During my long journey through the world of evil, I had discovered three sources of power:  the power of an individual's inner freedom, the power of a free society, and the power of the solidarity of the free world.

Natan Sharansky

Believe in yourself. You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you stop to look fear in the face...You must do that which you think you cannot do.

Eleanor Roosevelt

When I dare to be powerful--to use my strength in the service of my vision--then it becomes less and less important whether I am afraid.

Audre Lorde

L'instinct, c'est l'âme à quatre pattes ; la pensée, c'est l'esprit  debout.
Instinct is the soul on all fours; thought is the upright spirit.

Victor Hugo

Everyone is entitled to his own faith. 
No one should violate the intimate, spiritual life of another.
That’s how I think now, 
that’s how I have thought in the past,  and if I live any longer, that’s how I’ll think then.

Bishop Boris Kharalampiev

(Bishop of Pazardjik, Bulgaria, who helped stop the deportations of Jews from his city in 1943)
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	Universal Declaration of Human Rights


	
	

Adopted and proclaimed by General Assembly resolution 217 A (III) of 10 December 1948


On December 10, 1948 the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted and proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights the full text of which appears in the following pages. Following this historic act the Assembly called upon all Member countries to publicize the text of the Declaration and "to cause it to be disseminated, displayed, read and expounded principally in schools and other educational institutions, without distinction based on the political status of countries or territories."

PREAMBLE
Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world, 

Whereas disregard and contempt for human rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience of mankind, and the advent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the common people, 

Whereas it is essential, if man is not to be compelled to have recourse, as a last resort, to rebellion against tyranny and oppression, that human rights should be protected by the rule of law, 

Whereas it is essential to promote the development of friendly relations between nations, 

Whereas the peoples of the United Nations have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of men and women and have determined to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom, 

Whereas Member States have pledged themselves to achieve, in co-operation with the United Nations, the promotion of universal respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms, 

Whereas a common understanding of these rights and freedoms is of the greatest importance for the full realization of this pledge,

Now, Therefore THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY proclaims THIS UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance, both among the peoples of Member States themselves and among the peoples of territories under their jurisdiction. 

Article 1.
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

Article 2.
Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty.

Article 3.
Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.

Article 4.
No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.

Article 5.
No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

Article 6.
Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law.

Article 7.
All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the law. All are entitled to equal protection against any discrimination in violation of this Declaration and against any incitement to such discrimination.

Article 8.
Everyone has the right to an effective remedy by the competent national tribunals for acts violating the fundamental rights granted him by the constitution or by law.

Article 9.
No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile.

Article 10.
Everyone is entitled in full equality to a fair and public hearing by an independent and impartial tribunal, in the determination of his rights and obligations and of any criminal charge against him.

Article 11.
(1) Everyone charged with a penal offence has the right to be presumed innocent until proved guilty according to law in a public trial at which he has had all the guarantees necessary for his defence.

(2) No one shall be held guilty of any penal offence on account of any act or omission which did not constitute a penal offence, under national or international law, at the time when it was committed. Nor shall a heavier penalty be imposed than the one that was applicable at the time the penal offence was committed.

Article 12.
No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, nor to attacks upon his honour and reputation. Everyone has the right to the protection of the law against such interference or attacks.

Article 13.
(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each state.

(2) Everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his country.

Article 14.
(1) Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.

(2) This right may not be invoked in the case of prosecutions genuinely arising from non-political crimes or from acts contrary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.

Article 15.
(1) Everyone has the right to a nationality.

(2) No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to change his nationality.

Article 16.
(1) Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution.

(2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending spouses.

(3) The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State.

Article 17.
(1) Everyone has the right to own property alone as well as in association with others.

(2) No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his property.

Article 18.
Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.

Article 19.
Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.

Article 20.
(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association.

(2) No one may be compelled to belong to an association.

Article 21.
(1) Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or through freely chosen representatives.

(2) Everyone has the right of equal access to public service in his country.

(3) The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedures.

Article 22.
Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to realization, through national effort and international co-operation and in accordance with the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality.

Article 23.
(1) Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment.

(2) Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work.

(3) Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social protection.

(4) Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of his interests.

Article 24.
Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with pay.

Article 25.
(1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.

(2) Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection.

Article 26.
(1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.

(2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.

(3) Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.

Article 27.
(1) Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits.

(2) Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author.

Article 28.
Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully realized.

Article 29.
(1) Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full development of his personality is possible.

(2) In the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone shall be subject only to such limitations as are determined by law solely for the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights and freedoms of others and of meeting the just requirements of morality, public order and the general welfare in a democratic society.

(3) These rights and freedoms may in no case be exercised contrary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.

Article 30.
Nothing in this Declaration may be interpreted as implying for any State, group or person any right to engage in any activity or to perform any act aimed at the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms set forth herein.



