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Culture and the Environment
Coping with Conflicting Goals and Culture Diversity

How should we approach the hard choices regarding conflicts between existing cultures on the one hand and on the other hand developmental goals, environmental long-term considerations and 'global ethics'?

These notes offer a sketch in broad strokes of a political theory addressing these issues. In particular, a concern is to provide a framework for discussions on a basis which respects cultural diversity, in that it is not objectionably based on 'Western' or liberal assumptions about individuals as choosers of life plans. 

The aim is to yield some reflections on two central policy issues of the document Our Creative Diversity: a) The conception of development as expanding human capabilities, which in turns affects the conception of environmental degradation, and b) the basis for claims to rights to culture. Such a basis should allow us to accommodate both respect for a broad range of cultures and a basis for objecting to some aspects of some cultures, eg. those that hinder the appropriate kinds of development by violating certain norms of gender equality or by preventing the satisfaction of basic needs.

1 "Culture"
CultureOur Creative Diversity talks of culture as "ways of living together" Introduction and Chapter on "Culture and Environment"., as "patterns of daily behaviour" President's Foreword.. Culture "shapes all our thinking, imagining and behaviour", and "cultural factors shape the way in which societies conceive their own futures and choose the means to attain these futures." Moreover, "culture gives meaning to our existence" Introduction: "Two views of development".
a   Culture as Social Practices
Without seeking more precision than is needed for our purposes, let us consider culture to be practices, that is: rule-regulated patterns of behavior. We may talk of a social practice existing when people conduct themselves in accordance with public rules, be they rules of etiquette or rules expressed in law.  These rules are not merely correct descriptions of habits: rules of practices are public, and shape our actions.  The rules of a practice regulate behavior: we act on them, generally abide by them, and often take them for granted.  Furthermore, when we decide how to act, we take account of the rules, and hence of the likely though not certain compliance by others.Some such practices are laid down as laws, with legal enforcement, while others are maintained and changed through more informal means. 
b   Culture, Ethics and World Views
Culture, Ethics and World ViewsAmong societies and groups there will be some more fundamental norms and values regarded as part of their 'ethics', eg. some regulating one's relation to others, which may often be based on particular world views about the existence of a deity, and about the relation between individuals and the natural and social world. It is differences among world views that create some of the most puzzling challenges to a defensible account of global strategies concerning culture and development. The cultural differences regarding ethics and world views make it difficult to base policies on assumptions that are broadly shared.

2  Why Cultures must Change
Why Cultures must ChangeThe Report seems to endorse a presumption in favor of maintaining cultures. However, this presumption is often set aside. First of all, the Report is right in pointing out that culture is not static, but in flux: Participants in the culture may themselves change the practices on their own behalf. However, there may also be external forces causing change, sometimes in ways which give rise to worry.  
a  Concern for Development
Some development practices appear to have ignored local custums and traditions totally, demolishing the social fabric for the sake of economic prosperity. However, devolopment understood as fostering individuals' capabilities may also cause cultural change. Systematic oppression on basis of race, gender or national origin illustrate that many existing practices are decidedly in violation of the goal to further capabilities of individuals. 

b  Concern for Environment
Concern for EnvironmentConcern for the physical environment may also require changes in culture.
There is no universal trend of "Darwinism of cultures". There is no mechanism which ensures that those cultures that survive are indeed those that best fit relative to the environment. Even given the important factor of local learning and adaptation, several reasons for discrepancies are worth mentioning: a) Induction-based learning from few cases seldom detect long-term effects, such as those caused by population growth; b) externalities -- particularly damages done to non-members and their environment -- are not easily considered; c) Practices selected on the basis of local learning may fail under changed parameters or external shocks, such as reduced mortality, or increased globalization of trade.  Thus environmental concerns may support changes in cultures.

c  Concern for Global Ethics
Concern for Global EthicsThe report Our Creative Diversity holds that 5 pillars of a new global ethics are required: Human rights, Democracy, Protection of minorities, Commitment to procedures of peaceful conflict resolution, and Intergenerational equity.  In particular, human rights concerning gender equality is in focus, leading to insistence on protections against gender discrimination throughout the document. The report claims that these are needed for peaceful coexistence and conflict resolution. These claims would need substantiation - cf. Bok 1995 for an illuminating discussion of four other documents claiming to motivate and ground a 'global ethic': The Vienna UN World Conference on Human Rights, the statement by the World Parliament of Religions largely written by  Hans Kung; Veritatis Splendor, authored by Pope John Paul II, and the Report of Commission on Global Governance, Our Global Neighborhood. This list of norms has a pervasive impact on existing modes of life, because it seems clear that this is not a list of norms actually shared among the 'deep structures' of all cultures Such a condition would appear to be met only by a narrower list, Sissela Bok suggests that they include A) positive duties of mutual support, B) Negative duties to refrain from harmful action: violence, deceit, betrayal, and C) Procedural justice: that equal cases shall be treated alike (Bok 1995)Bok, Sissela1995Common Values4769. 
 
As an example, the equal status of women partly requires equal formal powers within existing social arenas, for instance regarding direct political participation, but may require deep structural changes to the social life itself. Equal respect for unequals may well require restructure cultures in pervasive ways (Mackinnon 1987)Mackinnon, Catharine A.1987Difference and dominance on sex d4068.

Thus while insisting on the value of culture, the Report entails drastic changes to many existing cultures for the sake of development, environment and a global ethic.

3  The Need for Agnostic Normative Theory
The Need for Agnostic Normative TheoryOne strategy for alleviating such conflicts is to provide a basis for various values which allows us to delineate their scope and relative weight -- yielding a normative theory for the tricky conflicts of development, environment and culture. Such a theory should aspire to satisfy several concerns: it should be sufficiently precise to guide specific deliberations about hard cases; yet it should be based on premises that for the purposes can be regarded as unobjectionable and appropriate for these purposes.  Such bases may include assumptions about individuals interests, which need not be determinants of the "essential" or "true nature" of individuals in some metaphysical sense. For these purposes, I submit that we assume the following fragments of normative premises, drawing on a tradition of "Liberal Contractualism":
a  Normative Individualism
Normative IndividualismIt is only interests of individual human being which count for moral arguments of this knid. Thus there is no intrinsic value attached to 'nature', nor to the survival of 'ways of life' or 'languages' except insofar as these are valued by individuals, either as means or as parts of the good life.
b  Equal Respect
Equal respectEqual respect is to be interpreted in a "contractualist" tradition: social arrangements must be in accordance with principles which persons can reasonably propose as a basis for mutual, informed agreement Rawls, John. 1971.
Rawls, John1971A theory of justice2950Scanlon, Thomas M.1982Contractualism and utilitarianism2955Beitz, Charles R.1989Political Equality4023.  The social order must in principle be justifiable at the tribunal of each person's understandingWaldron, Jeremy. 1987, 149. Waldron, Jeremy1987Theoretical foundations of liberal4479.  This reasongiving "manifests our respect for the reasonableness of others"Macedo, Stephen. 1990. . 
c  Note on Pluralism
Given the pluralism of cultures and views about the good life, equal respect drastically restricts the scope of interests individuals have, as a shared basis for purposes of these discussions. This explains the sense in which the theory is 'liberal': it refuses to grant powers to governments except in ways which individuals have reason to accept, i.e. that the person could have chosen to accept under appropriate conditions of choice.

Note that even though this approach accepts pluralism of world views, it does not 'rejoice' in pluralism pace the Report, Introduction "Culture and Development".. Individuals may accept the premises laid out above, and insist that force should not be used to secure convergence on one's own view. Yet they may regret the fact of pluralism of value. Respect and toleration may be all that we can reasonably expect of one another, given pluralism. The only shared ground for rejoicing may be that the existence of a variety of cultures and lifestyles indicates that the social order is one that respects each person as of equal worth, hence that the world order on this issue has a moral claim on our compliance.

For instance, we should seek to avoid other obviously 'western' or otherwise contested assumptions. In particular, we should be wary of relying on assumptions of a deity -- god's plan with the world or with its inhabitants. Nor should the account rest on a conception of the individual regarded fundamentally or primarily as an autonomous chooser, actively selecting a life plan.  The interests appealed to in arguments about fair arrangements must be interests we can expect all to acknowledge.
 
d  Range of Relevant Goods
Range of relevant goodsConsiderations such as these lead us to focus on questions of the fair distribution of strategic goods, necessary for a broad range of life plans: Income and wealth, social positions, and educational opportunities. Furthermore, social institutions, as rule-regulated patterns of behaviour, also shape options and self-perceptions in ways that affect our expectations, and in turn our plans of life.  We must therefore accept, for purposes of arguments about legitimate social orders, that individuals have an interest in influencing the social institutions which in turn affect their conceptions of the good and life plans.  Thus, goods may be of value not only because of their role in satisfying existing desires.  Political power to regulate practices and social institutions must also be considered as an important good for purposes of justifying the allocation of goods and burdens fairly among equals within a state.
4  Implications: The Value of Culture 
The Value of CultureWe must determine what is at stake for people who share culture - including norms and values at various levels of generality, both national groups and minorities.  What aspects of culture can ground claims on social resources?

An important interest must be furthered, and any losses incurred for affected parties must be worth it. Indeed, many authors hold that minority rights regarding culture and religious practices should be institutionalized as universal human rights: "Only if collective ethnic minority rights are recognized as such, and specifically as human rights, can such communities survive in environments which are often hostile to their very existence and survival." (Stavenhagen1996, 142-43).Stavenhagen, Rodolfo1996Indigenous Peoples and other ethni4510International conventions to this effect include the 1989 ILO Convention on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples, and the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant workers and members of their families.  The United Nations Commission on Human Rights is currently considering a Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, in addition to the Declaration on the Rights of Minorities of 1993.

A theory of cultural rights should shed light on claims to rights which may secure legal immunities, material means, cultural support, or legal powers of political autonomy. The more fundamental issue is thus the appropriate connections between the relevant interest of individuals and sound claims to rights, including human rights. 
Three arguments may be consideredFor a more extensive account, cf. F¢llesdal 1996Fllesdal, Andreas1996Minority Rights A Liberal Contrac4578: 

a  Buchanan: Culture is Constituent of Good Life
Buchanan Culture is Constituent of Good LifeAllan Buchanan suggests that cultural membership must be acknowledged as a constituent part of the good life for many individualsBuchanan, Allen. 1991, 54.Buchanan, Allen1991Secession The morality of politic4287.  Many of our interests involve being and doing things together with others who share our beliefs, views, history and values.  This is surely correct.  However, more needs to be said about how this intrinsic interest in culture is to be weighed, and the kinds of goods one may reasonably claim -- after all, contractualism already recognize claims to all-purpose means enabling individuals to pursue their conceptions of the good together with others.

b  Kymlicka: Culture provides Choice Structure
Kymlicka Culture provides Choice StructureWill Kymlicka argues that cultural membership is valuable as a precondition: it provides the necessary structure for individuals' meaningful pursuit of their various conceptions of the good life.  "it's only through having a rich and secure cultural structure that people can become aware, in a vivid way, of the options available to them, and intelligently examine their value."  Kymlicka, Will. 1989, 165; cf. Kymlicka 1995, chapter 5; Margalit and Raz 1990; and see Buchanan 1991, 53-54 for a friendly expansion of this argument.Buchanan, Allen1991Secession The morality of politic4287.Kymlicka, Will1995Multicultural citizenship4440.  Cultural membership helps the individual identify available options.  Membership in a culture make options appear valuable by indicating a unity among options, thus making one's plan of life appear worth carrying out and providing grounds for self respect John Tomasi. 1995, 584..
While the conclusions seem plausible, Kymlicka draws on premises which appear incompatible with respecting individuals of non-Western persuasions.  Kymlicka explicitly grounds the constitutive value of culture on a liberal ideal of the autonomous individual, in effect providing 'another sectarian doctrineJohn Rawls. 1987, 6 and 24, cited in Kymlicka 1995, 164.Rawls, John1987The idea of an overlapping consens2969. I submit that we should seek to express the interest in culture without relying so heavily on the interest in choice.  I suspect that one might fruitfully reinterpret Kymlicka's argument, avoiding the "comprehensive liberal" premisefor a promising model, cf. Macedo 1995.Macedo, Stephen1995Liberal Civic Education and Religi4503.  However, in the following I pursue a different strategy.
c  Interest in Forecasting the Future
Interest in Forecasting the FutureI shall propose a third reason why cultural membership is of value, which lends support to groups' claims to control changes to their culture.  
Intuitively, changes in culture pose a challenge to coherence and continuity.  With changes in values, norms, institutions, history and language, new options for life choices appear, while others disappear.  Among the interests individuals have is the ability to forecast correctly about their own future, including likely options, attainments and needs.  The structuring role of culture in identifying paths and options is of no value if these signals are a sham.  Thus, cultural changes should not be too abrupt, since members of a culture have an interest in revising their plans as options and consequences change.  

Note that this interest is not based on a voluntaristic conception of the person, holding that the individual values the ability to continually change her plans and values independently of others.  Rather, the claim is only that insofar as the expectations formed on the basis of one's culture are prone to influence by social institutions, our interest in forming correct expectations supports claims to be able to regulate the speed and direction of change, and to be informed and/or participate, directly or indirectly, in the changes and adaptation of ones' culture in ways that reduce the risk of false expectations.  

The relevant interests for arguments about trade-offs between culture and environment or development, include the ability to pursue meaningful lives, to form and change life plans, and maintain control over changing expectations.  Thus the interest in controlling changes in one's culture does not rest on an assumption of the value of autonomous choice.  
We should also note that this interest, while important, may not override other more vital interests, for instance in satisfying basic needs required for survival.  In cases of conflict, the interest in staying alive would seem more urgent than an interest in being able to forecast how others will behave.

This background must suffice for drawing two conclusions of relevance for the debate about the Report on Our Creative Diversity: the conception of development, and the case for cultural rights. 

5  Implications: 'Development' and 'Environmental Degradation'
Implications 'Development'The report defines development in terms of human capabilities, drawing in part on the impressive work of Amartya Sen (Sen 1988, 1993Sen, Amartya K.1993Capability and well-being4179)Sen, Amartya K.1988The concept of development3177. The need to ensure the environment in sustainable ways also seems based on the value of ensuring humans a wide range of capabilities over generations. Capabilities is understood as the set of functionings available to the agent, defined as various 'beings' and 'doings'.  

Functionings represent parts of the state of a person, the various things that he or she manages to do or be in leading a lifeSen 1993, 31.Sen, Amartya K.1993Capability and well-being4179: reading, being well-nourished, climbing mountains, forming close personal relationships.  A person is able to do and be a combination of several things at once.Sen, Amartya K.1990Justice means versus freedoms3138Sen, Amartya K.[1980Equality of what?3082Sen, Amartya K.1984Rights and capabilities3397Sen 1980, 367; 1984, 13; 1993.Sen, Amartya K.1993Capability and well-being4179 Among these functionings Sen includes certain basic functionings: "being well nourished, being free from malaria, not being ashamed by the poverty of one's clothing or shoes."Sen 1985, 197-98. In turn, the capability or capability set of a person reflects the alternative combinations of functionings the person can achieve.Sen 1985, 198; 1990, 113-14; 1993, 31; cf. Williams 1987, 100 for perceptive discussion.Williams, Bernard <discus1987The standard of living interests a3393
Traditional development indicators have tended to focus on economic aspects, i.e. only one set of preconditions for functionings.  Compared to that approach, the focus on capabilities is a drastic improvement. However, two areas for further development are worth mentioning.

a  Measurement Problems
Measurement problemsFor the capability approach to be of help for generating impact arguments, it must support some distributive principles over others on the basis of impact comparisons.  This requires us to order various capabilities.  Furthermore, we must be able to make interval comparisons among capabilities.  We must be able to determine whether an increase in one person's capability set counts for more than a certain decrease in another's.  The capability approach fails both of these requirements.
It seems plausible to grant a high value to 'basic functionings' necessary for survival, and this approach seems appropriate for securing basic needs and a broad range of human rightsFor expansion of this point, cf. Follesdal 1991.Fllesdal, Andreas1991The significance of state borders 3478. 
However, it seems less plausible that we can obtain a ranking of all other capabilities.  We can determine, Sen holds, that one person has a much worse deal than another no matter which comprehensive doctrine is considered, since Sen's account values the capabilities open to people.Sen 1990.Sen, Amartya K.1990Justice means versus freedoms3138 But it is exceedingly difficult to obtain a sufficiently fine-grained ranking of the various capabilities open to various individuals under alternative social arrangements.

This makes it difficult to assess the political choices facing by reasonably affluent societies -- for instance regarding the proper protections and support to be offered minorities for preserving and developing their culture, or for the specific constraints stemming from "sustainability" as a condition for environmental protection.

We are often unable to determine which of two parties are better off, and how much each must sacrifice under alternative arrangements. Consider, for instance, individuals' assessment of the relative importance of education and political access in the pursuit of their life plans. Resorting to overlapping agreementSen discusses this as "intersection partial ordering". on the relative importance thus seems to order few functionings and capabilities  -- even excluding functionings that many individuals value highly, but rank differently. 

b  Choice of Metric
Choice of MetricAn added problem is that capabilities are not actually valued by all plausible world views or conceptions of the good. Sen's theory has an individualistic and voluntaristic slant, which is incompatible with the constraint of Pluralism. 

Sen's account seems to rely heavily on individuals' choices, since benefits voluntarily foregone are as valuable as functionings actually achieved. There are two problems worth mentioning.  Insofar as Sen is concerned with individuals' genuine choice, the approach must not merely focus on capabilities but also check for conditions for informed choice.  For instance, the individual must perceive the alternatives as feasible, and understand the consequences. Korsgaard expresses this succinctlyKorsgaard, Christine M.1993Commentary on G. A. Cohen and Amar4182:

We may believe that a human being is free, if ever, when she not only has a range of options but an education that enables her to recognize those options as such and the self-respect that makes her choice among them a real one.  Ignorance, lack of imagination, and lack of self-respect are not just external constraints on the range of your options: they can cripple the power of choice itself.  The possession of freedom of the will may itself be lucky.Korsgaard 1993, 60-61.

I assume that the notion of capabilities can be adjusted to reflect the conditions which make informed choice plausible. In operationalizing this standard, we might ask whether individuals are aware whether they have certain options available, as has been done in some questions posed by the Scandinavian research on Quality of Life (Allardt 1993, 93)Allardt, Erik1993Having, loving, being an alternat4184 and "Medborgerundersøkelsen" (Kuhnle 1994, 39)Kuhnle, Stein1994Velferdsstatens politiske grunnlag4259.  

However, there is a second problem with Sen's view.  The focus on individuals' choice may not be objectionable as part of a conception of the good, but it is worrisome given Pluralism insofar as this view is not shared by some not unreasonable world views.  Why, some may object, should the theory be concerned at the fundamental level with individuals' freedom to choose, and not the lives actually lived and the functionings achieved?  Sen's account reflects an inappropriate bias towards conceptions of the good which value choice.  Many individuals are often not interested in freedoms, but in the functionings they achieve.  

6  Implications: Cultural Rights
Implications Cultural rightsGiven the interest in fulfilling our expectations, does this provide support for cultural rights, for instance of minorities? Rights regarding culture are legitimate within this view only insofar as the allocation of such legal powers are needed to prevent great sacrifice or promote important interests for some individuals.
The arguments sketched above - Buchanan, Kymlicka and my own - for  participation in a community does not ground a claim to maintaining a particular community, and not a claim to resources needed to preserve a culture indefinitely without changecf. Buchanan 1991, 55; Tomasi 1995, 594.Tomasi, John1995Kymlicka, liberalism, and respect 4506.  The culture may change, and individuals may successfully shift cultural affiliations, without endangering their ability to regard their lives as meaningful and structured.  So the character of a culture may change, without threatening extinction neither of the culture nor of the meaning of individuals' life plansKymlicka 1989, 167Kymlicka, Will1989Liberalism, community and culture3412.. On Kymlicka's view, the constitutive interest in culture allows drastic changes in culture brought about by government or others, as long as the individuals face "no danger to their ability to examine the options that their cultural structure had made meaningful to them"Kymlicka 1989, 167..  

However, I suggest that these accounts of the importance of culture and cultural membership suggests that individuals have a strong interest in having resources for governing change of the culture. Consider, for instance, the problems of members of traditional ethnic national groups, as well as other minorities, in developing their culture to cope with and exploit new options and modes of life.  Members of the majority culture often have the power to cause drastic changes in both majority and minority ways of life. 

Given the threats of alternative allocations of such control, it seems plausible for minorities to insist that they should have the means to control the development of their culture.  This interest thus supports claims to allocate the power of maintaining and developing one's culture within the community, rather than with agents of the state at large.

Thus the interest in controlling cultural change does not ground claims to maintaining a variety of cultures.  However, it has implications for the speed of changes, and for the allocation of authority to change a culture. Participation in such changes seems important to ensure that expectations are adjusted and respected as much as possible, consistent with many overriding concerns based on the environment, on development, human needs and global ethics. International support would seem particularly urgent in those cases, to ease transitions so as to allow the satisfaction of all basic functionings, without sacrificing all legitimate expectations of others.

7  Conclusion
ConclusionThese notes have presented a framework for further deliberation about the many hard cases where there are conflicts between respect for existing cultures, concern for the environment, for development and for global minimum normative principles. A contractualist political theory can provide a justification for culture based on individuals' interest in forecasting their lives which helps explain why control over cultural change is one important good. This perspective allows us to accommodate both respect for a broad range of cultures and a basis for objecting to some aspects of some cultures, eg. those that hinder the appropriate kinds of development by violating certain norms of gender equality or by preventing the satisfaction of basic needs.  This is because the interest in controlling cultural change is only one of several interests which must be recognised, of which several others may be more important in times of conflict -- such as securing basic needs for survival. 
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