Panel Discussion

Respect for Religious Rights and Cultural Diversity –Foundation of Peace and Prosperity

By Thomas Mathew (India), President, IARF

I wish to take this opportunity to appreciate the organizers for their openness to address the quit sensitive matters like religious rights and culture diversity.

My country, India is an example for the religious coexistence and religious rights. The specialty of its diversity is not only in culture but also in its customs, religion, ethnicity, race, color, languages, food and clothing. Though there is some kind of religious fundamentalism existing, but I must say, generally we enjoy the religious freedom and human rights in India like the most civilized nations in this world. 

My community is an example. Syrian Christians, whom are embraced Christianity by the arrival of disciple Thomas of Jesus Christ in the Malabar Coast of India in AD 52, are  enjoying the full freedom as a minority community and flourished like a very advanced society in India. The Religious freedom and respect to the culture diversity, simply we defined as “Unity in Diversity”. 
“Cultural differences should not separate us from each other, but rather cultural diversity brings a collective strength that can benefit all of humanity”.
-- Robert Alan
The end of the cold war has created a series of tentative attempts to define "a new world order". So far, the only certainty is that the international community has entered a period of tremendous global transition that, at least for the time being, has created more social problems than solutions. 

The end of super-power rivalry and the growing North/South disparity in wealth and access to resources, coincide with an alarming increase in violence, poverty and unemployment, homelessness, displaced persons and the erosion of environmental stability. The world has also witnessed one of the most severe global economic recessions since the Great Depression of the 1930s. 
At the same time, previously isolated peoples are being brought together voluntarily and involuntarily by the increasing integration of markets, the emergence of new regional political alliances and remarkable advances in telecommunications, biotechnology and transportation that have prompted unprecedented demographic shifts.   
The resulting confluence of peoples and cultures is an increasingly global, multicultural world brimming with tension, confusion and conflict in the process of its adjustment to pluralism. There is an understandable urge to return to old conventions, traditional cultures, fundamental values, and the familiar, seemingly secure, sense of one's identity. Without a secure sense of identity amidst the turmoil of transition, people may resort to isolationism, ethnocentrisms and intolerance. 
This climate of change and acute vulnerability raises new challenges to our ongoing pursuit of universal human rights. How can human rights be reconciled with the clash of cultures that has come to characterize our time? Cultural background is one of the primary sources of identity. It is the source for a great deal of self-definition, expression, and sense of group belonging. As cultures interact and intermix, cultural identities change. This process can be enriching, but disorienting. The current insecurity of cultural identity reflects fundamental changes in how we define and express who we are today. 

Insecurity feeling and jobless situation creates an atmosphere of “No Hope “that ultimately attracted the youths to fanaticism and then to terrorism.

My organization, International Association for Religious Freedom (IARF) through its regional body South Asia Coordinating Council (SACC) has been carrying out human rights education project (HREP) specially focused on religious rights in India and Bangladesh with the help of the Dutch Government.  The implementation of the project started in August 2005 and was completed successfully in August 2007.  Encouraged by the need, response, success and efficacy of the project, IARF has been continuing this program till today within our own resources.

India like many other nations is a multi-religious society.  The people are deeply religious and the country has sometimes witnessed violence and intolerance in the name of religion as well as understanding and peaceful co-existence.  But what majority of the population lacks is respect for and understanding of freedom of religion and belief as a basic human right inherent and inalienable as well as something laid down and guaranteed in the Constitution of the country and Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief (DEIDRB).

Objectives of the Project

· Creation of awareness of UDHR and DEIDRB.  

· Realization of the right of religious freedom through understanding and respect for humanity and religious belief and practices.  

· Mutual respect among the participants of different faiths and understanding of different points of view.  

· Understanding of concerns of religious discrimination and intolerance in the framework of human rights. 

· Exploring ways of promoting religious harmony and tolerance in the society.  Establishing religious harmony, peace and understanding in the society. 

· Nurturing a culture of human rights in general and rights pertaining to religious freedom and dignity in particular.

Some of the suggested solutions to the issues are: 

A human rights approach to looking at the issues and solutions.  

Creation of awareness of human right for religious freedom through the educational system, workshops, distribution of literature pertaining to it, etc. 

Interfaith dialogue for understanding and harmony.

Understanding and knowledge of scriptures of one’s own religion and other religions. Promotion of understanding and harmony through interfaith get-togethers, participation in the rituals, practices and festivals of different religions for better communal relations and understanding. 

Largely through the ongoing work of the United Nations, the universality of human rights has been clearly established and recognized in international law. Human rights are emphasized among the purposes of the United Nations as proclaimed in its Charter, which states that human rights are "for all without distinction". Human rights are the natural-born rights for every human being, universally. They are not privileges. 

The universal nature of human rights is literally written into the title of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Its Preamble proclaims the Declaration as a "common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations". 

One cannot pick and choose which rights to promote and protect. They are all of equal value and apply to everyone. 

All Member States of the United Nations have a legal obligation to promote and protect human rights, regardless of particular cultural perspectives. Universal human rights protection and promotion are asserted in the Vienna Declaration as the "first responsibility" of all Governments. 

To deny human rights on the grounds of cultural distinction is discriminatory. Human rights are intended for everyone, in every culture. 

Human rights are the birthright of every person. The denial or abuse of human rights is wrong, regardless of the violator's culture. 

Universal human rights emerge with sufficient flexibility to respect and protect cultural diversity and integrity. The flexibility of human rights to be relevant to diverse cultures is facilitated by the establishment of minimum standards and the incorporation of cultural rights. 

Most directly, human rights facilitate respect for and protection of cultural diversity and integrity, through the establishment of cultural rights embodied in instruments of human rights law.

Human rights which relate to cultural diversity and integrity encompass a wide range of protections, including: the right to cultural participation; the right to enjoy the arts; conservation, development and diffusion of culture; protection of cultural heritage; freedom for creative activity; protection of persons belonging to ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities; freedom of assembly and association; the right to education; freedom of thought, conscience or religion; freedom of opinion and expression; and the principle of non-discrimination. 

Every human being has the right to culture, including the right to enjoy and develop cultural life and identity. Cultural rights, however, are not unlimited. The right to culture is limited at the point at which it infringes on another human right. 

Traditional culture is not a substitute for human rights; it is a cultural context in which human rights must be established, integrated, promoted and protected. Human rights must be approached in a way that is meaningful and relevant in diverse cultural contexts. 

Constructive dialogues on faith and culture; preventing cultural homogenization and uni-culturalism; and promoting respect for diverse religions, beliefs, cultures and societies, and for prophets, religious symbols and personalities to be encouraged  for a peaceful coexistence .

Sustainable development (SD), broadly defined, concerns not only protection of the natural environment, but all manner of socio cultural development, and the protection of cultural diversity generally.

UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity of

2001, whose Article 3 treats “[c] cultural diversity as a factor in development.” 

Now let us focus on today’s world. Many advances in human rights have been made since 1948 (UDHR) that have improved the lives of millions of people; such as the end of apartheid and the growth of democracy in Latin America and Eastern Europe, and more recently the economic and social development in Asia.

But human rights practices often fall well behind the agreed standards.

Article 19 of UDHR acknowledges "freedom of opinion and expression". Sadly, we are aware of 77 countries in which this peaceful expression of views would bring the threat of repression and even death. 
Article 25 stresses that "Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for their health and well-being", but eight out of 10 people around the world still live in poverty.

“Peace can only bring Prosperity”.

We have only one world, it is our duty to protect it, and nurture it for the future generations. Enjoying the difference is nature’s gift and diversity is God’s blessing to humanity.
Peace can not be imposed by the powerful. It has to emerge through a common desire of all sides.

A peace based on recognition of diverse stake-holders, based on the socio-economic interests of all and more importantly, a peace based on justice. A just world order means equitable distribution of the world’s resources, equality of nations, mutual respect for other faiths, cultures. In today’s world, unjust wars have to be stopped. Subjugated nations have to be freed. The market forces decimating indigenous cultures have to be reigned in. That can be the foundation of a durable meaningful peace.
How many others are living in his belief that those across the cultural or religious divide are really others, different species? Let us cross the border and find out!

