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I feel privileged to give the first Commonwealth Lecture, and I am most grateful to 
everyone involved.  The topic of this lecture is in the form of a question.  I know I 
take some risk in posing this question, for the answer may or may not fit the occasion, 
which involves a celebration of the Commonwealth of Nations.  As Rudyard Kipling 
put it: "Them that asks no questions isn't told a lie."  Let me, in fact, increase my 
difficulties even more by saying that I propose to argue for answering the question in 
the negative.  There is, I would suggest, nothing that can really be called a 
"Commonwealth perspective" on matters such as human rights. 
 
And yet, I believe, there is indeed cause for some celebration about a way of looking 
at problems of discord that has emerged through the experience of the formation and 
working of the Commonwealth - what I shall call a "Commonwealth approach."  We 
can also take some satisfaction in what the Commonwealth has already achieved, and 
what it can further achieve, in the field of human rights and related areas.  The 
approach that has already borne many fruits and can bear many more involves a belief 
in a shared process and in the ability of people - all people, no matter how diverse - to 
make use of that process.  A shared perspective requires an agreement on substantive 
matters that may or may not exist - nor could it be expected, in general, to exist given 
the diversities involved. The contrast is with certain participatory rights – the right to 
speak, to be heard, to be consulted. In fact, the approach that has been used can even 
be described as getting by without an agreed perspective, but with some agreed 
general principles on how to do things. 
 
My first objective in this lecture is to explore this distinction and its far-reaching 
implications.  A closely related objective is a critical examination of the acceptability 
of participatory rights across cultures, especially in view of the challenges that have 
recently come from cultural separatists both in the West and in non-Western societies.  
Could participatory rights really be such a central concern in other cultures, for 
example those with the so-called "Asian values"?  Isn't it Western imperialism, after 
all? 

 
Basic Procedures and Contemporary Agreements 

 
Before I proceed further, let me make some explanatory remarks about the distinction 
between participatory rights in particular and human rights in general.  It is not, of 
course, my contention that the Commonwealth could survive as a practical forum for 
discussing policy issues of the contemporary world and for deliberating on the 
appropriate ways of addressing the pressing problems of the day without any shared 
beliefs and commitments.  Even the idea of free and open discussion and the search 
for agreed policies requires a basic agreement on certain rules of dialogue and 
decision.  Underlying the use of a shared process lies some primary accord on how 
things are to be done.  But such elementary agreements must not be confused with an 
agreed perspective on substantive national or international affairs.  It is worth 
asserting that certain basic rights clearly emerge even from these elementary 



acceptances, including the tolerance of dissent, the right to be heard, and the right to 
be consulted.  These rudimentary but foundational rights must be - and this is indeed a 
part of the very existence of the Commonwealth - available to all, irrespective of race, 
ethnicity, location, nationality, or culture.  In this sense, there is, in this general 
approach, an inescapable universality in the guiding principles that have made the 
present form of the Commonwealth possible. 
 
However, the acceptance of general tolerance and respect and the right to speak, to be 
heard, to be consulted - what I shall call "basic participatory rights" - do not amount to 
anything like a comprehensive (or even an extensive) system of human rights, with its 
substantial social, economic and political agenda.  Indeed, no wide-ranging 
programme of human rights can be said to be the basis of the Commonwealth itself, or 
part of its foundational perspective.  In so far as any commentator wishes to use the 
language of a shared perspective (and I can see the force of that form of expression), 
the use of that language has to be restricted to a very concise list of procedural 
features, in discussing the Commonwealth as an entity (not to be identified with the 
substantive agreements that emerge from particular meetings and policy dialogues).  
To see these procedural acceptances as a united perspective on varied and complex 
substantive issues (such as human rights) would be, I believe, a deeply misleading 
description that would not survive critical scrutiny. 
 
To avoid another misunderstanding, let me also explain that I have nothing against 
seeking agreement - I hope unanimous agreement - of the Commonwealth 
governments on a very widespread programme of human rights.  I think human rights 
are extremely important and I have written on several occasions on the need for a 
general agreement on these matters. I am ready to defend the emphasis on human 
rights, to fight hard for them, and I hope that human rights will become more fully 
and more widely accepted.  What is being argued here is that the case for these human 
rights rests on their particular merits which have to be scrutinised, and not on some 
supposed ground that they are part of the basic idea of the Commonwealth itself.  To 
claim that they are would be, I believe, a serious misunderstanding of the nature and 
the role of the Commonwealth of Nations. 
 
Recently, the Commonwealth has moved towards positions on human rights that are 
more assertive and are, I believe, substantively cause for much cheer.  As Chief 
Emeka Anyaoku said in his Report of the Commonwealth Secretary-General for 1997: 
"The Harare Declaration of 1991 was a turning point for the Commonwealth."  And 
so indeed it was.  The Secretary-General is also right to point out that this declaration 
"was nothing short of a bold programme to convert the Commonwealth in a post-Cold 
War world into a force for democracy and good governance, and a more effective 
instrument for the promotion of sustainable development."  What has to be noted is 
not only that these new commitments and priorities had to emerge from the 
procedures and processes already in existence earlier (without these outcomes 
emerging earlier), but also that the rules that govern the interaction between 
Commonwealth countries left them free to take this route.  They could have taken 
other routes too, which happily they did not.  The distinction is, partly, between 
general rules and specific policies, and between the opportunity to argue for different 
positions and the emergence of substantive agreements over particular resolutions.  If 
policies for "sustainable development" and particular readings of "good governance" 
are made into a shared basic perspective of the Commonwealth (rather than seen as 



agreements that are currently accepted, which may or may not be ephemeral), then the 
procedural freedoms and the rules that make the Commonwealth what it is would be 
deeply undermined. 

 
Membership and Perspectives 

 
Why am I going on and on discussing what may, after all, appear to be a finicky 
distinction?  What difference does it make?  I believe it makes several quite major 
differences.  Let me mention two immediately.  I shall come to some others later on in 
this lecture. 
 
First, despite the agreements arrived at in Harare and elsewhere, there would 
inevitably remain divergences between the perspective on human rights among 
Commonwealth countries.  But such a dissent does not - and indeed should not - 
threaten membership of the Commonwealth itself.  Indeed, the far-reaching role of 
openness of discussion, debate and participatory disagreement would be severely 
threatened by any mandatory need of sharing a particular substantive perspective. The 
members debate and decide on perspectives, rather than the perspectives deciding on 
the membership. 
 
This claim does not, however, entail that any kind of political behaviour whatsoever is 
consistent with membership of the Commonwealth.  Since the basis of the 
Commonwealth requires openness of discussions and the right to speak and be heard, 
any general suppression of elementary participatory freedom even within a country's 
borders must be in some tension with being a member of the Commonwealth.  
Rudimentary participatory rights may not be at all as extensive as a full list of human 
rights that the members of the Commonwealth may agree on (in Harare or elsewhere), 
but these elementary rights have a place within the very idea of the Commonwealth - 
based as it is on free and open discussion - that is quite different from that of the more 
elaborate economic and social rights which figure plentifully - and in my judgment 
rightly - in the general list of human rights.  To what extent a divergence between 
international openness and within-nation closedness can be acceptable within the 
Commonwealth is itself a matter for the Commonwealth countries to decide on the 
basis of open discussion.  What is clear enough is that such a divergence, if it were to 
occur (as indeed they have occurred, from time to time, in Commonwealth countries) 
would raise a tension that relates to the very basic principle of the Commonwealth. 
 
Thus, the right of membership need not be inalienable, but the alienation, if it were to 
occur, must relate centrally to the underlying principles that make the Commonwealth 
what it is, rather than to particular agreements that happened to have emerged on this 
or that subject at this time.  I shall come back to the issue of internal participation later 
on in this talk. 

 
Importance of Flexibility 

 
A second reason for insisting on the distinction with which I am concerned here is not 
inter-country variations but inter-temporal alterations.  The Commonwealth’s 
usefulness depends greatly on its flexibility and adaptability. The way the problems 
look today may or may not survive.  Since I am convinced of particular perspectives 
on human rights which I would argue for, it is comforting for me to hope that the case 



for them will appear to be much the same to the people in the future.  And yet we 
know from the history of the world and the evolution of norms and ideals that this 
need not be the case.  If the so-called "Commonwealth perspective" gets frozen into a 
tie that binds rather than liberates, then the more basic idea of elementary 
participatory rights would be themselves undermined.  As the wealths of nations 
expand, the world of communication alters, the nature and understanding of the 
environmental problems become more clear, we could have reasons to redefine our 
priorities.  No inflexible perspective should curb the participatory freedom in the 
future to reassess and re-examine past agreements and to discuss what new 
agreements should emerge. 

 
The British Empire and the New Commonwealth 

 
The distinction has importance in other ways as well, but before I consider them, let 
me now turn to a historical issue that cannot but be quite central to understanding 
what the Commonwealth of Nations is.  There is, of course, the British connection.  
Indeed, prior to 1947, the Commonwealth was known as the British Commonwealth, 
and that term is even now used in some international reports.  I believe the British 
background is significantly important, but here again it is crucial to distinguish 
between different theses regarding what is so British about the Commonwealth.  We 
need both assertions and disclaimers here. 
 
Assertions first.  If my analysis is correct that participatory rights in the form of the 
right to speak, to be heard and to be consulted is quite central to the idea of 
Commonwealth itself, then the major British contribution to the emergence of 
participatory democracy across the world must be seen to be quite central to the 
nature and form of the Commonwealth.  From the Magna Carta to the emergence of 
Parliamentary democracy and freedom of speech in Britain, there is a tradition of 
participatory rights in the emergence of which Britain can claim legitimate credit, and 
that tradition is as relevant to the entire Commonwealth as it is to Britain itself.  It is 
not hard to understand why the Commonwealth can emerge more easily in what was 
the British empire than it could in, say, the Portuguese empire, despite the fact that the 
Portuguese intermingled much more freely and intermarried more frequently in their 
empire than the Britons found it possible in theirs.  The universality of participatory 
rights between countries links closely to the emergence of non-discriminatory 
participatory liberties within the national boundaries, and here Britain's particular 
history is quite important. 
 
A second connection has something to do with the way the empire was fashioned in 
terms of its mode of operation.  The point is perhaps best understood as a contrast 
with the form of the French empire.  The distinction has been pithily drawn by my 
friend and ex-colleague at Harvard University, Professor Kwame Anthony Appiah, in 
his book In my Father's House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture, while discussing 
the cultural background of his Ghanian ancestors: 

 
....though the picture is a good deal too complex for convenient summary, it is broadly 
true that the French colonial policy was one of the assimilation - of turning "savage" 



Africans into "evolved" black Frenchmen and women - while British colonial policy 
was a good deal less interested in making....black Anglo-Saxons....1 

 
Depending on the period of British imperial history and the nature and background of 
the persons involved, different British observers have viewed the natives with 
contempt or admiration or indifference, but making them culturally the same was 
never a part of the programme. 
 
This sense of difference did, of course, make the quality of British rule in many ways 
less agreeable and more distant and aloof than the more embracing approach of the 
French or the Portuguese.  But once the empire was seen as finished, it was possible 
to turn that handicap of distance into an advantage.  What was imperial aloofness 
could make room more easily for the acceptance of a multi-cultural society within 
Britain itself, and here things have been in many ways easier than they seem to have 
been in the more culture-oriented societies in, say, France and Germany.  There is a 
connection here both in terms of tradition and politics, and I shall have a little more to 
say on this presently. 
 
Across the borders, the nature of the Commonwealth benefits more than a little from 
the absence of an intense concentration on culture.  The basic idea that political 
relations and interlinked governance do not need cultural uniformity could be applied 
in the post-imperial world to the acceptance of widely different countries within the 
same general structure of the Commonwealth of Nations.  Culture, in this view, is not 
all that important; political arrangements are.  Politics may now take the form of 
reciprocity in the modern Commonwealth, as distinct from the huge asymmetry that 
the British empire represented, yet the non-pivotal nature of culture is a common idea 
that informs both the approaches.  Indeed, combined with the general acceptance of 
participatory rights within the border, a political outlook that transcends cultural 
differences made it much easier to accept the universality of participatory rights 
without cultural preconditions. 

 
Participatory Rights and Non-Western Cultures 

 
There is, however, another cultural issue that may be thought to be somewhat 
threatening to the idea of participatory politics, and thus indirectly for the underlying 
basis of the Commonwealth.  It is not adequate to see the values behind the 
Commonwealth as being consistent with certain British traditions; it is necessary to 
ask whether they are acceptable in the rest of the Commonwealth as well.  In this 
context the role of "Western values" as opposed to non-Western traditions such as 
"Asian values" becomes particularly relevant.  If the idea of participatory rights is 
seen as a culture-dependent "Western" value, then the emphasis on these values could 
be taken to be more problematic in non-Western societies. 
 
This issue is of some importance in contemporary politics since the resistance to the 
general acceptance of political liberties or civil rights has often come, particularly in 
Asia, from an identification of these basic ideas with some kind of a continuation of 
Western imperialism.  Indeed, the basic ideas of participation and political tolerance 
are sometimes seen as being "Western" in a way that could not be found in so-called 
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"Asian values."  In this view, it is not merely the organizational forms of participatory 
rights (parliaments, freedom of speech, habeas corpus, etc.) that were developed in 
the West, but even the ideal of participatory liberty is quintessentially Western, and 
divides particularly Asia from the West.  Insofar as importance is attached to being 
true to "one's culture and tradition," this diagnosis would tend to undermine the 
general acceptance of even elementary participatory rights in the world. 
 
What truth is there in the increasingly vocal claim that even at the foundational level 
of political ideals, "Asian values" are quite different from Western values, and tend to 
emphasize discipline rather than rights?   That there is such a fundamental difference, 
going back thousands of years (to Confucius, for example), has been claimed 
primarily for East Asia, but in one form or another the claim is extended even to other 
parts of Asia.  For example, Lee Kuan Yew, the distinguished ex-Prime Minister of 
Singapore, has outlined "the fundamental difference between Western concepts of 
society and government and East Asian concepts," and has gone on to explain, "when 
I say East Asians, I mean Korea, Japan, China, Vietnam, as distinct from Southeast 
Asia, which is a mix between the Sinic and the Indian, though Indian culture itself 
emphasizes similar values,"2. 
 
I have had the occasion to scrutinize elsewhere these readings of Asian values and 
their alleged implications.  I have argued that while the organizational evolution in 
relatively recent years (through the politics of the renaissance, the Magna Carta, the 
American Bill of Rights, the French Revolution, etc.) does divide the modern West 
from the non-Western societies, it is, in fact, difficult to find such a hard division, in 
this respect, between the Asian and European traditions over the millennium or more.   
 
The contemporary concept of a liberal democracy, with its detailed organizational 
structure and concrete civil and political rights, has certainly emerged in the West.  
This is not in dispute.  The question is how exclusively "Western" is this foundational 
idea in terms of past traditions and histories?  I would argue that this is a relatively 
recent contrast, in which the major transformation brought about by the European 
renaissance and enlightenment have played a major part.  On the subject of valuing 
individual freedom, it is difficult to sustain the thesis of a hard division between 
Western classical writings and those in Asia - in Chinese or Arabic or Sanskrit or 
Prakrit - prior to the period between the renaissance and the enlightenment. 

 
Asian Values and Western Arrogance 

 
As it happens, the thesis of a big distance between Western and non-Western 
traditional values finds expression not merely in the statements of Asian spokesmen, 
but also in the writings of a great many Western commentators.  Indeed, I believe 
Western intellectual arrogance has had a considerable role in the dialectical origins of 
the new thesis of "Asian values."  While the nature of Western beliefs about cultural 
gaps with the subjugated nations helped to sustain the psychological distance so 
essential for imperial dominance, it had the effect that political beliefs in Asia - as 
well as Africa - were formed, to a great extent, as a reaction to Western theorizing.  In 
the genesis of "Asian values" this reaction plays, I think, an extremely important part.  
Even Lee Kuan Yew's special interpretation of "Asian values" is seen by him - and 
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indeed by many others - as a worthy response to the Western sense of superiority and 
condescension.  Lee Kuan Yew has never tired of pointing out that Singapore is, as he 
puts it, "not a client state of America"3.  This rhetoric does resonate well with many 
people in different parts of the non-Western world. 
 
Oddly enough, the sense of priority and uniqueness of the West as the natural "home" 
of liberty and rights - as well as justice and reason and humanity - has been more and 
more expressed in recent years in Western writings both of political activists and of 
scholars of unimpeachable standing and excellence.  For example, my colleague and 
friend, Samuel P. Huntington's influential and impressive study on the "clash of 
civilizations" has a clear conclusion that "a sense of individualism and a tradition of 
rights and liberties" to be found in the West are "unique among civilized societies"4.  
Huntington also argues that "the central characteristics of the West, those which 
distinguish it from other civilizations, antedate the modernization of the West."  "The 
West was West long before it was modern". 
 
To take another distinguished example from a large variety of writings, anyone 
familiar with the works of Gertrude Himmelfarb would know what an exacting and 
visionary scholar she is (for example, her book The Idea of Poverty brings into the 
field formidable erudition and deep insights that have vastly enriched our 
understanding of poverty).  And yet she evidently finds it easy to conclude that ideas 
of "justice", "right", "reason" and "love of humanity" are "predominantly, perhaps 
even uniquely, Western values"5. 
 
These are very tall claims, and hard to sustain empirically.  But rather than disputing 
the veracity of such claims, the non-Western reaction sometimes takes the form, alas, 
of effectively saying: "all right then, we may not have what you, in the West, consider 
to be virtues, but here in Asia we don't consider them to be virtues at all - and 
remember we are not your client state anyway."  While Pearls are, I understand, born 
out of irritation, sometimes irritation only begets further irritation. 
 
The popularity of the peculiarly ahistorical interpretation of "Asian values" cannot be 
fully understood without placing it in the context of Western arrogance - real or 
perceived.  This does not make an ahistorical interpretation historically accurate; nor 
does it make the reaction politically sound.  Indeed, the response to Western 
arrogance in claiming the virtues of liberty and freedom to be exclusively Western 
could have taken the form of a claim - an historically sustainable claim - that these 
virtues are not, in fact, exclusively Western, rather than leading to the thesis that these 
are not virtues anyway as seen in Asian eyes.  I can see little merit - scientific or 
political - in the form that the response to Western arrogance has taken in the high 
theory of Asian values, but this does not dispute the contribution of Western 
arrogance in the emergence and acceptance of this ahistorical thesis. 

 
Diversity within Traditions and Cultures 
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In my Morgenthau Lecture, I have tried to present substantial amounts of evidence 
against the diagnosis of quintessentially authoritarian and disciplinarian Asian values 
as opposed to the allegedly ancient nature of liberal values in the West6.  It is easy to 
find in the history and literature of different parts of Asia the presence of forceful 
advocacy of values of tolerance and of individual freedom.  Of course, there are Asian 
writers who were deeply sceptical of individual freedom, but there are others who 
were strong advocates of freedom, and such heterogeneity is present in the Western 
literature as well (for example, Plato or St. Augustine were distinctly more 
disciplinarian than, say, Aristotle was).  Again, while it is not difficult to find cases of 
tyranny and suppression in Asian history, it would be no less misleading to judge the 
traditions of Asia by these occurrences than it would be to judge European traditions 
by the history of the Inquisitions, or - for that matter - by the Nazi concentration 
camps in our own times.  We do, of course, find advocacy of freedom and tolerance in 
many European classics, but similar endorsement can be found in many writings in 
Asian literatures as well. 
 
This is a point of some importance not merely in resisting the scepticism of 
participatory rights allegedly contained in Asian values, but also - more positively - in 
going beyond British history in understanding the background of the contemporary 
Commonwealth.  This is an important thing to do, particularly because the nature of 
the Commonwealth, despite its British origins, must be seen in the light of much 
broader values and cultures.  Even in terms of foundational political values, it would 
be a mistake to see the Commonwealth as merely a product of British political 
culture; it has to explore its connection with less localized and less parochial 
priorities.  No one put this general point more clearly than the Queen herself, as the 
central figure in the Commonwealth.  Shortly after her coronation, in 1953, in a 
speech given in Australia, the Queen had the following to say on this issue: 
 
The Commonwealth bears no resemblance to the empires of the past.  It is an entirely 
new conception built on the highest qualities of the spirit of man: friendship, loyalty 
and the desire for freedom and peace.7 

 
This seeking of a wider mandate - a broader connection - is amply vindicated by less 
parochial interest in the history of ideas in the world.   Let me consider briefly a few 
examples to illustrate the point. 

 
Ashoka and the Freedom of Beliefs and Speech 

 
The first example concerns the Indian emperor Ashoka, who ruled over much of India 
in the third century B.C..  Ashoka had converted to Buddhism (after being horrified 
by the brutalities of a war that he fought and won), and had helped to make Buddhism 
a world religion by sending his religious emissaries abroad - both to the east and to 
the west of India.  In the numerous pronouncements and expositions he left behind, 
articulating his thoughts on good behaviour and good governance, Ashoka focused 
particularly on the need to address the mutual suspicion of different religious sects 
within a community, as well the tension between different communities.  The 
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suspicion of the unfamiliar came explicitly into his analysis as something to be 
overcome by mutual respect and reciprocal interest. 
 
Ashoka's theories are interesting in the context of this lecture not merely because of 
his diagnostic analysis.  His theories and principles are directly relevant as important 
illustrations of concern with individual freedom, tolerance and participatory rights in a 
general form, in the exercise of assessing claims to the contrary made by champions 
of Asian values as well as by believers in the uniqueness of Western liberal thought.  
As a recently converted monarch ruling over a community which had different 
religious practices (with Buddhists and Jains living side by side with Hindus of 
different sects), Ashoka was one of the first rulers governing a very large multi-
religious and multicultural state, and he took this task to be a serious challenge that 
called for theory as well as practice8. 
 
Ashoka went on to enunciate a very early theory of a secular justice - in the form of 
symmetric treatment of different people with different religious belief.  In particular, 
the guarantee of freedom of religious practice would apply to every section of the 
community, and even the tribal population far away from centres of urban civilization, 
whom he described as "forest people" (living in pre-agricultural economic 
formations).  His advocacy of mutual respect and his defence of the right of each 
citizen to receive fair treatment irrespective of his or her religion or status or social 
position stands as a classic of political philosophy. 
 
The fact that such discussions had not been anticipated by any earlier Greek or Roman 
writing on this subject, is relevant to note, if only because of the political use of 
Western claims to unique priority in these fields.  While contemporary notions of 
liberal democracy were not enunciated (and of course not practised) in the classical 
world either in the east or the west, distinct components that lie behind these 
contemporary notions can be found in the writings in the different parts of the world.  
It is in that context important to note that Ashoka had much to offer to the 
understanding of some of the major components of the ideas behind a liberal and 
tolerant society, including (to draw on Himmelfarb's 1983 list) "justice", "right", 
"reason" and "love of humanity." 

 
Islamic Tolerance 

 
Among Western scholars who see liberalism as a specially Western value, there are 
those who differentiate the West particularly from traditions in the Islamic world.  
Ashoka's example would not, in that context, meet their point.  But there are plenty of 
other examples to illustrate that the heterogeneity to which I am referring is just as 
present in the history of Islamic people as it is elsewhere. 
 
Indeed, examples can be found from different parts of the Islamic past.  The Turkish 
emperors were often much more tolerant than their European contemporaries.  Cairo 
and Baghdad provided more heterodoxy and tolerance through the so-called dark ages 
in Europe, and in later years continued to escape having practices such as Inquisitions 
and witch-finding which spread so fast in Europe.  It would do no harm, for example, 
to be reminded even of the fact that when, in the twelfth century, the great Jewish 
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scholar Maimonides had to run away from an intolerant Europe (where he was born) 
and from its brutal persecution of Jews, he chose the security of a tolerant and urbane 
Cairo and the patronage of Sultan Saladin.  The point is not that Europe was clearly 
less liberal than the Islamic world, but the experiences in both regions were mixed and 
heterogeneous. 
 
This heterogeneity applies to Islamic rules in India as well.  Some rulers excelled in 
tolerance - perhaps none more so than the great Moghul emperor Akbar, who reigned 
between 1556 and 1605.  His acceptance of human rights of various kinds, including 
freedom of worship and religious practice, not only reflected a consistent policy, but it 
was a policy that he wanted to codify and made into a rule of law.  For example, when 
the year 1000 in the Muslim Hejira calendar was reached in 1591-92, there was much 
excitement in Delhi and Agra, and Akbar issued various enactments at this juncture of 
history, focusing among other things on rules of religious tolerance.  One such rule 
made the following proclamation: 

 
No man should be interfered with on account of religion, and anyone [is] to be 
allowed to go over to a religion he pleased. 

 
If a Hindu, when a child or otherwise, had been made a Muslim against his will, he is 
to be allowed, if he pleased, to go back to the religion of his fathers.9 

 
In judging this religious tolerance in comparative perspective, it may not be irrelevant 
to note that while Akbar was making these pronouncements, the Inquisitions were 
quite active in Europe. 
 
Again, my point is not that medieval India or Islamic rule was altogether more 
tolerant than Europe was at that time, but that there are grounds to dispute claims such 
as the one enunciated by Huntington that respect for individual liberty was a "central" 
characteristic of the West, that this tends to "distinguish it from other civilizations," 
and that this history "antedate[s] the modernization of the West."  The West may well 
have been West "long before it was modern," but it did not invariably stand out as a 
great sanctuary of liberty and tolerance, in contrast with the rest of the world, 
including the Islamic world. 
 
There are remarkable heterogeneities within each culture both in Asia and in the 
West.  If there is a real gap today in the much more general acceptance of freedom 
and liberty in the West compared with Asia, the emergence of a hard division 
occurred much closer to our times.  In drawing on the participatory rights that are so 
central to the idea of the Commonwealth, we can point not only to the particular 
organization history of the evolution of forms of participatory democracy in Europe 
and America in recent centuries, we can also point to the presence of some general 
championing of liberties, tolerance and participation in articulations across the 
Commonwealth, indeed across the world. 
 
The crucial issue is the recognition of diversity in different cultures and traditions, and 
the important necessity in contemporary politics to take greater note of heterogeneities 
within cultures and communities.  This is not only important for understanding the 
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different traditions of the world better, but also for arriving at less formulaic 
pronouncements on practical policies and political programmes.  The world has paid a 
very heavy price in the past for the propensity to look for monolithic interpretations 
and for univocal priorities, and the problem, in a general form, bedevils also 
contemporary discussions of civil and political rights, on the one hand, and such 
cultural matters as "Asian values", "Western liberalism," or "the clash of 
civilizations," on the other. 

 
Fruits of Participation 

 
I end this talk by returning to more mundane issues - not as grand as than the nature of 
values and traditions.  What practical evidence is there of the effectiveness of political 
participation?  I believe there is plenty.  I have presented evidence elsewhere to 
indicate that disasters such as famines can be more easily prevented when the 
governments have to face criticism, censure and elections.  Famines are extremely 
easy to prevent from an economic point of view, but they may not be actually 
prevented if the government in office does not have the incentive to take preventive 
actions.  Indeed, in the long and terrible history of famines in the world, the 
occurrence of famines has been confined to countries governed with political 
asymmetry (as in the imperial past, or in modern dictatorships, or in one-party states), 
and with deep cultural alienation (perhaps the best example of that is to be found in 
the Irish famines of the 1840s).  In India famines continued to occur right up to 
independence (the last famine - the Bengal famine of 1943 - occurred just before the 
installation of a multi-party, democratic state).  Famines abruptly stopped with the 
emergence of participatory politics in India.  In contrast, in China, despite its much 
greater success in social change even before the economic reforms, compared with 
India, a major famine occurred during 1958-61, when (it is estimated) 23 to 30 million 
people died, making it the biggest famine of this century.  Other examples can also be 
given of the protective role of participatory rights in politics. 
 
These benefits are not confined only to the poorer countries in the world.  There is an 
interesting contrast between Britain and Continental Europe on which a comment may 
be appropriate here, especially because of its direct connection with the history of the 
Commonwealth.  There is a peculiar anomaly in much of Europe whereby legally 
settled immigrants do not have the political right to vote because of the difficulties 
and delays in acquiring citizenship.  This keeps them outside the political process in a 
systematic way.  Not only does this reduce the political freedom of the settled 
immigrants (for example in a country like Germany where acquiring citizenship is 
very difficult even for the legally settled long-run residents of Germany), it also 
makes social integration that much harder.  The situation in France also has some 
similarity with this. 
 
How has Britain managed to escape this problem on that scale?  I already commented 
earlier on the role of the distancing of culture from politics which makes 
multiculturalism easier in Britain, even though this may be ultimately an inheritance 
from cultural aloofness that caused much resentment in the days of the empire.  But 
there is one other very important factor in the contrast, and this concerns the tangible 
subject of political participation, particularly voting rights.  Because of an imperial 
tradition, taken over by the Commonwealth, the right to vote is determined not 
exclusively by British citizenship, but also by the citizenship of the Commonwealth.  



Indeed, any citizen of the Commonwealth - any subject of the Queen as the head of 
the Commonwealth - immediately acquires voting rights in Britain on being accepted 
for settlement.  Since most of the non-white immigrants to Britain have came from the 
Commonwealth countries (such as India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, the West Indies, 
Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, Uganda, and others), they have had the right of political 
participation in Britain immediately on arrival on a permanent basis.  This has made 
the political parties quite keen on wooing the immigrant vote, and this clearly has 
served as a break on the early attempts at racist politics in Britain. 
 
This is certainly among the reasons why Britain has, to a great extent, been able to 
avoid the persistence of racist extremism that had threatened the country in the early 
post-war years.  The political incentive to seek support from immigrant communities 
(rather than "targeting" them for attack) has been a factor of some importance both in 
the political freedom and in the social integration of immigrants in Britain.  It is 
interesting to speculate whether making the acquiring of political rights easier would 
make the immigrant communities in France or Germany less vulnerable and more 
integrated into the political and social life of the respective countries.  The 
exploitation of "the immigrant issue" in French or German politics turns on the 
asymmetric political power of the anti-immigrants over the settled immigrants.  If you 
denounce immigrants who may be settled for many years - or decades - but still lack a 
vote, you lose nothing in terms of their votes (since they have none), and you may 
gain the votes of those who are - for one reason or another - worried about or 
disapprove of the presence of immigrants in Germany or France.  Participatory rights 
can make a major difference. 
 
A Concluding Remark 

 
In this lecture I have commented on a variety of issues related to the role of 
participatory rights.  I shall not try to summarize the arguments, but briefly make 
some general comments. 
 
First, the Commonwealth is characterised not by a shared perspective on human rights 
in general, but by a shared acceptance of certain processes involving participation. 
 
Second, human rights in a broader sense may well be very important, and it is right 
that the Commonwealth has tried - and to some extent succeeded - to arrive at agreed, 
substantive positions on them.  The significance of these fuller rights lies in their 
specific importance, and not in any putative claim that they lie at the basis of the very 
existence of the Commonwealth. 
 
Third, participatory rights have, in this sense, a more basic status in the functioning of 
the Commonwealth.  Indeed, if we want to use the language of perspective, the basic 
Commonwealth perspective is mainly a procedural one: the perspective of 
participation. 
 
Fourth, the focus on participatory rights has been helped greatly by parts of the British 
tradition (including Britain's role in the emergence of participatory democracies in the 
world), and also by the somewhat greater distancing of culture and politics in the 
British tradition, compared with other imperial histories. 
 



Fifth, the claim that the importance of participatory rights is a specially Western value 
- not to be found in non-Western cultures especially in Asia - is hard to sustain 
historically.  Some of the recent generalizations on such subjects as the "Asian 
values," "Western liberal traditions," "the clash of civilizations," and so on, seem to be 
based on ignoring large parts of the intellectual history of non-Western societies.  The 
contemporary anxiety to take full note of differences between cultures does less than 
justice to differences within cultures that characterize virtually every major culture in 
the world. 
 
Finally, participatory rights can be very potent in their effects and consequences.  
Even the relatively better record of Britain in avoiding racist politics of the kind that 
Germany or France has had may have a close connection with the wider political 
participation of settled immigrants in Britain's own politics.  Indeed, the 
Commonwealth connection has been directly important in this intra-European 
contrast.  The Commonwealth has much to offer -across the world and even in Britain 
itself. 
 


