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he debate about whether human
' rights are “universal” or “cultur-
ally relative” rages on. Earlier this

L:m spring, Sarmad F. Hussain pub-
ed an excellent article in The News en-

itled “The universality of human nghls

’wtuch € T ents
1agam5t. universalism. Mr Hussain made
ithree particularly powerful points. First,

'he argued that &ce_,l.lw

llmo needsa.reﬁll

cal desires can ." Sec-
jond, Mr Hussain claimed eumver
sahty of human rights “

‘achieve CIFCUMSCT1 soverei .
e conten the West's

roach"toa ying

)

noted that the com-
munity of nations forming-the United Na—
tions and its anxiliary organisations has
drawn a sharp distinction between

cal and civil rights, on the one hand, a.nd

cial and economic ri on the other

iﬁ he white natwn.s," accoﬁlg to Mr Hus-

© sain, prioritise the former kind of rights,

' including the right to political participa-

tion. In “underdeveloped” nations, how-

ever, the “real issue is...to have enough to
eat.”

Here, Mr Hussain e

ieeds. Poor people seek to live with
d:gmty and respect as much as any West-
ern philosopher of human rights. Inter-
viewers in Sub-Saharan Africa, for exam-
ple, report that impoverished people

,'

identify their most fundamental human de-
sires as a broad group of needs contribut-
ing to human dignity: food, yes, but also
freedom from rape ahd other forms of tor-
ture, the ability to express themselves and
contribute to the governance of their daily
existence. Rhonda Howard, in her often-
cited article on that region, “The Full-belly
Thesis,” concludes that ec c "
must ﬂevelop simulianeously with civil

and political rights. Otherwise neither
group o or bears real fruit.

Second, Mr Hussain misled his readers
when he suggested that only civil and po-
litical rights are relevant to the West. In-
deed, many socialist Western-European
nations contributed to the formulation of
the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (commonly
called Ecosoc) that enshrines exactly the
basic-needs approach of which Mr Hussain
wrote. It is true that the United States, Mr
Hussain's real target perhaps, has not rat-
ified the Ecosoc. But that country only rat-
ified the equivalent International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) in the
summer of 1992 — and with several im-
portant reservations. Moreover, the West-
ern delegates to the 1993 Vienna World
Conference on Human Rights affirmed a

FEI'“ to development” and a “right” to
any. case,
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West's preoocupat.lon with the unwersalxty
of human rights conflicts with its insis-

tence on the value of national sovereignty. .

A Western nation-state “has no business”
imposing its values on other nations (like
China) because this imposition is a breach
of the integrity of the latter nation’s
sovereignty. Instead, according to Mr Hus-
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Human rights are of univers:

sain, each nation should be free to decide
“what freedoms its people should get and
how much liberty and of what kind they
should get”. Values depend on national cul-
ture, and rights are also “culturally rela-
tive”.

he first problem with this argument
about sovereignty and cultural rela-
tivism is that nations are both
sovereign and subject to the agreements
they enter into with the family of other na-
tions. This principle is similar to the idea
that within one country a person is both

individually free and subject to the rule of
law; persons are ‘“independent and
sovereign”, but insofar as they have agreed
to live in a society with a social contract,
they must follow certain rules. Likewise,
nations are sovereign, but when they join
the community of nations — and when
they specifically sign and ratify interna-
tional covenants lik and Ecosoc —
then they place limits upon themselves.
Countries like China, a United Nations Se-
curity Council member, have agreed to
certain standards of behaviour.

This brings us to the second mistake of
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cultural relativism. Nations have not joined
the international community by accident
or force; nor have they signed legally bind-
ing documents under coercion. Nations
have bound themselves to human rights
norms by their past actions over time
(called “common law™) or out of conscious
commitment to certain fundamental prin-
ciples — like the right to be free from tor-
ture — ich most human heings read-

ily agree. Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam,

Judaism, Chnsna.mty, Hinduism, and most
ideologles share many of the ideals articu-
lated in international covenants. Thought-

ful people everywhere, not just in the
West, have emphasised the indigenous ori-
gins of many of the same “human
norms in their various cultures. Ve
alike much more than we are diffc . /|
any case, if cultural relativism reic  /+»
as George Weigel has writtenin . s
tary, “there can be no serious ia: a
tional discussion about the shape of the
world's future.” This would be a sorry
state of affairs.

Mr Hussain's last contention was on
much firmer ground. He accused the West-
ern powers of hypocrisy in their uneven

apFllcatlon of human rights norms,
whether political or economic, V jthout
question, iﬁﬁ criticism 1s justified. West-
ern nations, like all states, seek tc act in

eir own interest, which often .eads them

cO re olicies. cu-
ar, the United States devotion to
“democracy” and vilification of “commu-

nism” during the cold war led to uncon-
scionable support for violent, non-com-
munist regimes, while comparatively
peaceful Soviet-supported nations were in-
tentionally destabilised by (sometimes ille-
gal) covert or overt American policy. Since
the cold war, the record of some Western
nations on this score has hardly improved.
Indeed, Western states do not always
evenly apply “universal” human rights -
norms on their own shores.

For the sake of the dignity of human
beings everywhere, let us hope that Mr
Hussain's prediction is wrong that until
the West's hypocrisy stops “the world %
remain a divided house on e.
Tailures ol Western nations EEO&E provide
not an excuse for more failure, but an op-
portunity for developing nations to take
the moral high ground, and show us all the
way.



