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Human Rights in a Multicultural World
David Miller
(Nuffield College, Oxford, the UK)

Abstract:To sum up, there are two reasons in my view for keeping the list of human rights short and
simple-to have a thin list. First, we need such a list to identify situations and regimes that are
intolerable-societies that cannot be accepted by the international community as having the normal range
of immunities against intervention etc. Second, we want the list to be uncontroversial, in a multicultural
world. Nobody should be able to say that it is simply a Western imposition. With the thin list we can
achieve that.

Over and above this we should recognize a much fuller list of rights that we count as rights of
citizenship. These are rights that are to a large extent already recognized in liberal democracies, and that
we hope eventually will be recognized everywhere. Calling them human rights, therefore, runs the risk of
undermining the very idea of a human right.

| said at the beginning that | was going to ask awkward questions, and the position | have outlined
will not be welcomed by those engaged actively in the struggle for human rights in practice, who as | see
it are usually working with a thicker list. | believe that liberal societies can dispense with it, and | try to
persuade Americans colleagues that it is unnecessary in their society-not that the Americans | meet need
much persuasion. But | would hesitate to describe the US as a violator of human rights merely because in
some states the death penalty is still applied. | carry on paying my Amnesty subscription because |
approve of the work they’re over-inflating the language of human rights. But this is often how it is when
philosophers meet activists: | approve of what you're doing even though the reason you give me for doing
it don’t really hold water. On this provocative note, | end the paper.
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