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by their senses, which change with age and the
constitution of their bodies, so that each of us
sces matter in a different way. However, no
one representation of the true physiognomy
of matter is superior to any other. There are as
many yardsticks for measuring things as there
arc people to measurc them.

Plutarch tells the story of an athlete who
died of a wound inflicted by a javelin during a
sporting contest. After the accident, the
Athenian statesman Pericles and Protagoras
spent a whole day discussing who or what was
responsible for it, the javelin, the javelin
thrower or the organizers of the event. The
philosopher maintained that it was necessary to
distinguish several different viewpoints: for a
doctor, the javelin was the direct causc of death;
for a judge, the javelin-thrower was respon-
sible; from the viewpoint of a magistrate, the
organizers of the contest should be charged.

In proposing a many-sided version of the
truth, Protagoras is advocating that diversity

and contradiction should be tolerated and
even legitimized in the process of knowledge.
He points to the unsimplifiable, irreducible
dimension of thought.

These ideas also have an equivalent in Chi-
nese thought. In the view of Chuang-tzu (c.
369-268 B.C.), people apprehend different
aspects of the same object, depending on
their standpoint. This observation prompted
him to relativize the truth. “The male
monkey sccks the female,” he wrote. “The
stag secks the hind. Moaqiang and Liji are
beautiful creatures whom all men adore, but
when they approach, fish dive deep into the
water and birds fly quickly away. Who
knows true beauty?” Human knowledge is
conditioned and is therefore uncertain.

Kant and Hegel

In modern times, philosophers began to
realize that the human mind is capable of both
simple thought, which abides by the rules of

The Greek philosopher
Heraclitus of Ephesus
(6th-5th centuries B.C.).
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goals that these communities have set themselves
cannot be realized.

The construction of peace involves more than
efforts to prevent the outbreak of armed conflict.
It means removing the causes of individual and
collective violence that spark off wars in the first
place. Such violence may take many forms: at the
political level it emerges as oppression and
tyranny; in economic life, as exploitation and
poverty; in the social sphere, as exclusion and
intolerance. Any effort to establish a culture of
peace must be targeted at the roots of violence and
make a priority of communicating values, forging
attitudes and devising institutions that will extir-
pate violence from human minds.

Industrial civilization and indigenous cultures
must engage in a dialogue that cannot fail to be of
mutual benefit to them. The former is the reposi-
tory of a great deal of knowledge, particularly
technical know-how, but is short on wisdom; it
has lost a sense of human fulfilment. Peoples living
in precarious conditions of material development
still possess this wisdom and contact with nature,
but they lack the technological expertise that
abounds in the industrialized countries. To join
these two hemispheres of humanity is tantamount
to curing humanity of its hemiplegia. Still, these
material comforts and facilities do not suffice to
make us respect the natural environment and do
away with the most glaring injustices of our
soclety.

In the Pdpol Vub, the sacred book of the
Mayas, there are some verses laden with sym-
bolism that tell how the first human beings were
annihilated as retribution because “they did not
think, did not speak with their Creator”. Those
men and women, made of wood, had abused their
immediate surroundings and upset the natural bal-
ance that united them with the cosmos. As a pun-

ishment, the gods allowed the earth, the animals
and even houschold objects to rebel against them
and destroy them.

The revenge exacted by animals and even by
objects on the human beings who dominate
them—a feature that exists in one form or another
in almost all cosmogonies—is an allegory of the
woes that human beings may bring on themselves
through the misuse of power, especially the
Promethean might of the intellect. A noted leader
of the North American Indians, Chief Seattle, put
it like this in 1855:

“The carth does not belong to man, but man
belongs to the earth. Man has not woven the fabric
of life; he is but a strand of it. Everything he does to
the fabric he will do to himself. What befalls the
earth will befall the children of the earth.”

A wealth of difference

We thought we had magic formulae to suit all situa-
tions. As if all countries were uniform, and as if their
histories, their natural resources, their traditions,
their beliefs, their forms and styles of living were of
no account. As if it were possible to ignore the infi-
nite diversity of individual lives, of the social, eco-
nomic and cultural contexts in which people grow
up, of the ideas imparted to them, of their thoughts
and impressions, their states of mind, and so on. We
have forgotten the cultural dimension of personal
and collective development. Instead of believing
that wealth lay in diversity, we imagined that it was
uniformity which, at least in economic terms, ought
to prevail, forgetting that difference is wealth—as
long as it unites us.

Knowledge of and respect for difference, full
receptiveness to others. May the diversity of cul-
tures long continue, of those “hybrid and wandering
cultures”, which, as Carlos Fuentes put it, are our

greatest—our ultimate—source of wealth. |

37













































http://www.unesco.org
mailto:courier@unesco.org




	Contents




