




















IN PRAISE
OF TOLERANCE

The period between the eighteenth-cen-
tury Enlightenment and the Second World
War was by and large—in Europe at
least—one of bptimism. There was a feel-
Ing that progress in science and education
would gradually make people aware of
their civic and moral responsibilities, both
in their national communities and 'in the
world at large. Those hopes were dashed
when the whole of humanity became
engulfed in the most devastating war in
history—a war triggered by an ideology of
exclusion and intolerance that emerged in
one of Europe’s most advanced and cul-
tured nations. Optimism retreated and
gave way to a far more sceptical, circum-
spect and vigilant attitude.

The creation in 1946, in the aftermath
of that war, of an organization such as
UNESCO, dedicated to the construction of
lasting peace through education, science
and culture, was in part a reflection of this
new concern. The tensions between
groups, nations and regions in the last
forty-six years have amply demonstrated
how farsighted UNESCO’s founding fathers
were. Peace and understanding between
peoples are by no means the inevitable
outcome of progress in the various spheres
of human activity. No society can be safe
from the temptation to practise exclusion
and intolerance unless it shows constant
determination and vigilance.

Even societies which at certain points

in their history may have been open-

minded and receptive to others are not
immune to the risk of lapsing into rigid
intolerance. The past has shown only too
often that no society, whatever its system
of values, can claim to be intrinsically
endowed with the virtue of tolerance;
conversely, no society can be accused of
being permanently intolerant.

Doubtléss human beings feel the need
of firm convictions. But when required, as
they are today, to live in ever closer
contact, they should beware lest their
convictions lead to bigotry. They must
realize that, while they are all equal in
dignity, they possess different talents and
convictions, and that this difference is a
source of enrichment for every one of
them, and for civilization. Provided, that
is, that everyone accepts a nucleus of uni-
versal values.

The challenge facing us both now and
in the future is to accept that each of the
five and a half billion human beings living
on the planet today can have his or her
own ideas and preferences, and, without
denying those ideas and preferences, can
admit that those of others are just as
worthy of respect. It is by relentlessly
striving to practise what the British philo-
sopher Bernard Williams calls this “awk-
ward virtue” that we shall really begin to

work for peace.
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something more complicated than this. They
will indeed have to lose something, their desire
to suppress or drive out the rival belief; but
they will also keep something, their commit-
ment to their own beliefs, which is what gave
them that desire in the first place. There is a
tension here between one’s own commitments,
and the acceptance that other people may have
other and perhaps quite distasteful commit-
ments: the tension that is typical of tolerance,
and which makes it so difficult.

In practice, of course, there is often a very
thin or vague boundary between mere triba-
lism or clan loyalty, and differences in outlook
or conviction. As Northern Ireland, for in-
stance, constantly reminds us, an old enemy
may appear not merely as an enemy but as an
opponent in the struggle for truth and en-
lightenment.

AN ACTIVE TENSION

Just because tolerance involves this tension
between commitment to one’s own outlook
and acceptance of the other’s, it is not, in 1ts
true sense, the same as mere weariness or
indifference. After the European wars of reli-
gion in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries had raged for years, people began to
think that it must be better for the different
Christian churches to coexist. Various atti-

BROTHERS

From the moment when worship illuminates the soul of a
man, whatever bis race, bis soul takes on the lustre of the mystical

“diamond”. Neither his colour nor bis birth are of any relevance.

SALIF TALL TIERNO-BOKAR (1884-1948), AFRICA

IN FAITH

Quotations relating

to the main theme of this
issue have been taken

from La tolérance, essai
d’anthologie, an anthology of
writings on tolerance

chosen and presented by
Zaghloul Morsy (UNEsco,
latest edition 1988),

tudes went with this development. Some
people became sceptical about the distinctive

* claims of any church, and began to think that

there was no truth, or at least no truth dis-
coverable by human beings, about the validity
of one church’s creed as opposed to another’s.
Other people began to think that the
struggles had helped them to understand
God’s purposes better: that He did not mind
how people worshipped, so long as they did
so in good faith within certain broad Chris-
tian limits. (In more recent times, a similar
ecumenical spirit has extended beyond the
boundaries of Christianity.)

These two lines of thought in a certain
sense went in opposite directions. One of
them, the sceptical, claimed that there was less
to be known about God’s designs than the

warring parties, each with its particular fanati-
cism, had supposed. The other line of thought,
the broad church view, claimed to have a
better insight into God’s designs than the war-
ring parties had. But in their relation to the
battles of faith, the two lines of thought did
nevertheless end up in the same position, with
the idea that precise questions of Christian
belief did not matter as much as people had
supposed; that less was at stake. This leads to
tolerance as a matter of political practice, and
that is an extremely important result; but as an
attitude, it is less than tolerance. If you do not
care all that much what anyone believes, you
do not need the attitude of tolerance, any niore
than you do with regard to other people’s
tastes in food.

In many matters, attitudes that are more
tolerant in practice do arise for this reason, that
people cease to think that a certain kind of
behaviour is a matter for disapproval or nega-
tive judgement at all. This is what is hap-
pening, in many parts of the world, with
regard to kinds of sexual behaviour that were
previously discouraged and in some cases
legally punished. An extra-marital relationship
or a homosexual ménage may arouse no hostile
comment or reaction, as such things did in the
past. But once again, though this is tolerance as
a matter of practice, the attitude it relies on is
indifference rather than, strictly speaking, tole-
rance. Indeed, if I and others in the neighbour-
hood said that we were tolerating the homo-
sexual relations of the couple next door, our
attitude would be thought to be less than
liberal.

There are no doubt many conflicts and
areas of intolerance for which the solution
should indeed be found in this direction—in
the increase of indifference. Matters of sexual
and social behaviour which in smaller and
more traditional societies are of great public
concern will come to seem more a private
matter, raising in themselves no question of
right or wrong. The slide towards indifference
may also provide, as it did in Europe, the only
solution to some religious disputes. Not all
religions, of course, have any desire to convert,
let alone coerce, others. They no doubt have
some opinion or other (perhaps of the “broad
church” type) about the state of truth or error
of those who do not share their faith, but at
any rate they are content to leave those other
people alone. Other creeds, however, are less
willing to allow error, as they see it, to flour-
ish, and it may be that with them there is no
solution except that which Europe discovered
(in religion, at least, if not in politics)—a
decline in enthusiasm. It is important that a
decline of enthusiasm does not take the form
of a2 movement’s merely running out of steam.
As the various sects of Christianity discovered,



































































































the ever-present Vondelpark juggler. I am
surprised how much he has improved during
the year that I have been watching him prac-
tise. Now the silver-coloured batons explode
from his hands like a burst of fireworks in
the evening sunlight.

A South American drinks vendor pedals
up with two blue coolers strapped to his
bicycle. The red-headed French family
nearby buys beer. He apologizes that he has
no mineral water for me. I turn once more to
Van Gogh and his unquenchable thirst for
recognition and his developing exile. The
low throb of a guitar, and I turn round. Two
Dutch guys and a Peruvian have settled on
the grass nearby. As I look on, the Peruvian
produces a small bamboo flute and conjures
up a delicate, perfectly-controlled jazz piece.
The Dutch guitarist throws back his head
and laughs joyously and long. No mere joke
could-have ignited that laugh; the warmth of
pure well-being radiates so far out from their
circle that it seems to touch all those around.
They play Latin songs and sing. Their voices
are not very good and I can barely make out
the Spanish words. The guitarist laughs again
and again.

I try not to let my envy of their easy
companionship show by returning to Van
Gogh. He has cut off his ear and has been
abandoned by Gauguin, who complains
that Vincent’s brother looks at his paint-
ings “with the cold eyes of the Dutchman”.
The Latin American vendor cycles past
again, sells a few drinks and then parks his
bicycle near the group with the guitars.
They shift to make room for him in their
circle and he begins to sing in a weak tre-
mulous voice. I strain my ears in anticipa-
tion of the Spanish lyrics, but the words
are English and familiar.

“... T am just a poor boy so my story’s
seldom told. I have squandered my:. resis-
tance for a pocket full of mumbles, such are
mumbles, such are promises. ...” Itis an old
Simon and Garfunkel ballad that I remember
by heart from my teenage days in the 1960s.
“. .. All lies and jests; still, the man hears
what he wants to hear and disregards the
rest....”

A confused stirring draws attention to the
other side of the path. The Turkish acrobats
and the German dancer have joined forces,
creating a mobile human pyramid with the
broad German shoulders over the bicycle
handlebars as its base. More and more of the
Turks pile on, their locks flowing in the wind
as the bicycle wobbles down the slope until,
at the last moment, they scatter to right and
to left. The spectators chuckle; it is starting
to become like a circus. The acrobats and the
clowns are as one in the fading light.

LOVE AND JUSTICE

do to you, do you even so to them.

Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should

NEwW TESTAMENT,

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO ST MATTHEW, VII, 12

“When I left home and my family, I was
no more than a boy,” the drinks vendor
sings on, “in the company of strangers, in
the quiet of a railway station, running
scared . . . ”—the guitar ripples through the
interlude—“Keeping low, seeking out the
poorer quarters where the ragged people go,
looking for the places only they would
know....”

The Dutchman raises his arm. “All to-
gether now!” and the group joins in the
refrain, “Lai la lai . . . lai la lai, lai, lai la
lai. . . .” Those of us around begin to join in
hesitantly, but the wind is becoming chilly
and the crowd in the park is thinning out.

The drinks vendor’s voice floats out
again. “Asking only workman’s wages I
come looking for a job. But I get no
offers. . . .” The note goes too low and he
dissolves into a mumble. The laughing
Dutchman stops to adjust his guitar while
the flute plays on and I turn back to Van
Gogh. Now he is embracing utter loneliness
after the people of Arles have petitioned for
his eviction. His madness scares them. And
me. I know where it will lead.

I pause for respite and the guitar strums
again. “And I'm laying out my winter
clothes and wishing I was gone . . . going
home . . . where the New York city winters
aren’t bleeding me, leading me-ee-ce . . .
going home....”

As I take up the next refrain with those
left in the park, the gooseflesh on my arm
tells me it is time to go. I put away my book
and pick up my bicycle. But the guitars rise
crescendo to the final stanza.

“...In a clearing stands a boxer and a
fighter by his trade, and he carries the
reminder of every glove that laid him low
and cut him, till he cried out, in his anger
and his shame, ‘I am leaving, I am leav-
ing’ ... But the fighter still remains....” O
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T 1 ME O F

wE are living in times of radical change, and the
international community through the United
Nations system must address the many challenges and
opportunities to which these changes give rise, not least
in the field of human rights. :

With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of East-
West confrontation, ideological disputes on the basic
concept of human rights have been replaced by general
agreement on the crucial importance of their obser-
vance, notably for the maintenance of international
peace and security. Human rights are assuming new
dimensions in international relations. A new practice is
emerging: the scope of domestic jurisdiction is narrow-
ing and the principle of non-intervention is being inter-
preted more flexibly. Respect for human rights is now a
factor influencing bilateral and multilateral relations and
is moreover regarded as an important criterion for the
recognition of newly independent states. This new and
broader perspective offers the United Nations opportu-
nities for strengthening human rights mechanisms and
procedures, as well as for establishing new forms of pre-
ventive and early-warning action.

The substantial progress of civil and political rights
in many regions of the world today—in particular Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, Latin America and Africa—is
obviously a source of great satisfaction. However, such
progress is hardly matched by improvements in eco-
nomic, social and cultural conditions. There is a real
danger that advances in the political sphere will be
eroded by poverty and underdevelopment. Moreover,
totalitarian or authoritarian régimes in many countries
have left behind them a legacy of hatred, intolerance and
prejudice that can easily express itself as discrimination
based on differences in ethnic origin, language, religion
or belief. These risks are naturally increased by a wider
context of escalating population growth, environmental
threats and the pressures to which many national and
cultural communities are subjected.

TRAINING MINDS

The founding fathers of UNESCO were surely right to
affirm that the political and economic arrangements of
governments are not the sufficient conditions for build-
ing a more prosperous and secure world. Such a goal
also requires the intellectual and moral solidarity of
mankind, universally recognized values, including res-
pect for international law, human rights, fundamental
freedoms and human dignity. The surest location for the
defences of peace and human rights is in the minds of
men and women. It is therefore important that human
rights education should become part of the curriculum
from the earliest stages of schooling, since it is the best
way to forge attitudes, shape behaviour and prepare
individuals for assuming rights and responsibilities.

Our ultimate goal is the creation of a comprehensive

P R OMI S E

system of human rights teaching and education for all
citizens and populations, extending from primary
through university education to out-of-school education.

There are many areas in which UNESCO can make an
original contribution to the development of human rights.
One such area is that of academic freedoms. This issue has
hitherto been dealt with mainly in terms of the profes-
sional status of teachers and scientific researchers. The
time would seem ripe to discuss and analyse the question
from a broader standpoint—in terms of the rights and
freedoms of the members of the academic community,
freedom of scientific research, the right to teach, freedom
of intellectual co-operation, as well as the special respon-
sibilities of scientists. Another area concerns the impact of
scientific and technological progress on human rights. Of
particular interest here is the study of bioethics. UNESCO
also envisages activities aimed at further elaboration of the
concept of cultural identity and cultural rights, which in
our view cannot be regarded as a sufficiently developed
category of human rights.

LIFE IN DEMOCRACY

But perhaps the most important area of reflection relat-
ing to human rights at the present time is that of demo-
cracy. No one can doubt the close links between human
rights and democracy. The struggle for human rights has
paved the way for the democratization process we are
currently witnessing in various parts of the world.
Equally, it is clear that only genuine democracy can
guarantee the full implementation of human rights.
However, democratic institutions can only function
effectively in a cultural context in which citizens,
playing their full participatory role as the agents and
beneficiaries of democratic processes, are able to exer-
cise the free and informed choices on which democracy
ultimately depends.

Democracy rests on cultural foundations—including
patterns of knowledge acquisition and exchange, atti-
tudes and values—which ultimately transcend political
structures. These cultural dimensions of democracy
merit the same kind of serious reflection that the cul-
tural dimensions of development are at last receiving.
Only democracy can provide the framework within
which minority cultures can find full expression, inter-
cultural dialogue can effectively take place and tolerance
can flourish. :

It is our deep conviction that research and education
on human rights need to be supplemented with research
and education on democratic practice. Our main objec-
tive is to assist in the formation of citizens able and
willing to participate actively in the political, social, eco-
nomic and cultural life of society and in the decision-
making process. UNESCO is committed to play a part in
this endeavour, which we have called “the preparation
of societies for life in democracy”. 0
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