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General Outline

Below follows a proposal for an anthropological conference
on the fundamental problems of Human Rights. This conference
may lead to a proposal to the United Nations on activities con-
cerning the problem involved. These may come under the label
of a « Year of Anthropology » or a « Year of Ethnic Minority
Groups » or a « Human Rights Year » (once again) — or they may
result in a proposal for other types of universal activities, all de-
pending on the scholarly cutcome of the conference.

_ As a scientific discipline anthropology draws its knowledge
~ both from its own compilation of data and from neighbouring dis-
- ciplines. Its theoretical baggage is diverse and heavy, and it must
.~ often carry what other disciplines have created (or perhaps some-
times even rejected).

Its advantage — if any — is that it is in a sense more multi-
 dimensional than other scientific fields, and that it has always
seen it as one of its goals to make these dimensions meet somehow

* In occasione del X Congresso Internazionale delle Scienze Antropologiche
et Etnologiche (New Delhi, 10-21 dicembre 1978), il prof. Torben Monberg del
Museo Nazionale di Copenhagen, nella sua qualits di presidente del World An-
thropological Year Committee (WAY) in seno all'TUAES, ha sottoposto ai membri
del Comitato stesso — tra cui ¢é il direttore de 'Uomo — il documento che segue.

Tale documento si rifa ad argomenti discussi in occasione dell’ultimo convegno
del Comitato Permanente dellTUAES (Roma 1976) e propone I'organizzazione
‘di un Convegno Internazionale a Copenbagen per discutere « problemi riguar-
danti i diritti umani e l'epistemologia nelle scienze sociali », da sottoporre formal-
mente alla discussione e all’approvazione del Comitato nel corso del Congresso.

La proposta é per la nostra professione di cosi vivo interesse umano, oltre che
scientifico, e di cosi? alto valore deontologico, che la redazione ritiene opportuno
esentare ai lettori, con l'assenso dell’autore, il testo integrale della proposta
Monberg. [N.dRed.]
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and somewhere. (Needless to say, not all anthropologists agree
as to how this should be done or wich priority should be given
to its varied fields).

One of the hallmarks of anthropology is its alleged universa-
lity. It attempts to ‘understand’ what the world looks like, through
the eyes other than those of the anthropologists’ own culture.
Yet it admits that this is more an ideal than a goal which can be
reached. One reason for this is obviously that the anthropologist’s
task is to translate other cultures into the language of people of a
culture foreign to that which is described and analysed. In this
translation process much is — as in other processes of translation
such as for example the linguistic one — slightly slanted or distor-
ted. Nevertheless a deep understanding of other ways of thought
is a goal, whether completely achievable or not, and the transmis-
sion of such an understanding one of the musts of the discipline.

By claiming that a deeper understanding of the ways of thought
of other cultures than our own is a must, we obviously imply that
working towards this goal may form an important contribution
to a life in Harmony between the peoples of different cultures in
this world.

So far, one of the boldest attempts to create a life of harmony
for all human beings has been the United Nations Human Rights
declaration. X

One of the most tragic experiences has been to see the ways
in which this declaration has been handled and also mis-handled.

One of the least surprising experiences has, to the anthropo-
logist, been to watch that this happened as it did!

We shall not, in this brief exposition, attempt to wave a se-
ries of « we-knew-better » statements, but merely present some
questions which may show how the field of anthropology comes
into a discussion of the fate of the Declaration of Human Rights.

In time and space, and thus also in different cultures, a dec-
laration such as the one that « all men are born equal » is nonsen-
sical as a common denominator. The fact that Western culture
has created a standardized system for weighing and measuring both
objects (kilograms, kilometers, cubic centimeters, minutes and
hours) and non-tangible items (the Ten Commandments, national
laws, etc.) does not qualify us to assume that such universal
standards exist in all cultures. Everyone of us knows of cultures
where measuring is relativistic to other vectors or variables, not
general and standardized. Consequently even such a basic con-


















