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Abstract: Based on onto–epistemological pluralism and social practices this work 
maintains that the proclamation of cultural neutrality originating in the idea of 
equality without any distinction of color, sex, language, religion or political opinion, 
really favors white racism and cultural imperialism of the liberal way of life. 
This article argues that the process of reasoning which justifies human rights is 
distorted by particular interests, such as the colonization of American territory in the 
case of the Declaration of the Good People of Virginia in 1776. As no–one 
questioned the reasons upon which the false belief that some human beings were 
classified as inferior or superior according to their physical features, it was reiterated 
as if it were a truth and, consequently acted upon, thereby fixing this belief in 
stereotypes. In this article I argue that the present Declaration of Human Rights is 
the result of continuing inherited presuppositions from the 18th Century. These 
have not been questioned and have constituted the world in which we live as a racist 
world in which the liberal tradition has consolidated its political power. 
Keywords: White Racism, Human Rights, Social Practices, Pluralism, Cultural 
Neutrality 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The political, social, economic, cultural, scientific and technological  

changes of the last decades have profoundly transformed the contexts in 

which men and women of different cultural groups live. Increasingly, the 

so–called liberal societies are becoming multicultural: distinct groups of 

immigrants, in many cases illegal immigrants, with different norms and 

moral values, some of which are antagonistic to as well as incompatible 

with the resident population, regularly interact with members of these 

societies. In the face of these conditions one should ask if liberal  

pluralism responds adequately to these new conditions of co–existence.  

The paradox of human rights is that they represent the compromise of 
liberal principles – such as liberty and equality – which are supposed to 
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be universal, but which can only be sustained by the exclusion of diverse 
cultural particularities. Part of the problem lies in the fact that from the 
epistemological and ontological concept of pluralism which has evolved, 
at least partly, as a result of social practices of individuals, it is impossible 
to think of abstracting religious, moral or philosophical principles to 
pact on a political concept of justice. As Bermudo asserts, Rawls ”calls 
reasonable the doctrines that allow for approach and consensus, that 
have a family feeling, that can cooperate, or at least be tolerated.” 
(Bermudo, 2003: 191) Therefore, consensus really turns out to be a coin-
cidence in which the comprehensive doctrines of societies in their social 
practices have been constituted according to liberal democratic values. 
Liberal pluralism only offers options that are acceptable to a liberal dem-
ocratic society and excludes any strong diverse cultural identities of an 
ontological basis that can finally be classified as unreasonable. To put it 
another way, Rawls’ reasonable pluralism can be understood as options 
of comprehensive doctrines that are offered to free epistemological elec-
tion by individuals, since these are not considered to depend ontologi-
cally on these doctrines. The liberal paradox comes down to this: As 
modernity commits itself progressively to idealized principles of liberty, 
equality, and fraternity, as it increasingly insists on the moral irrelevance 
of race, there is a multiplication of racial identities and these sets of ex-
clusions they promote and rationalize, enable and sustain. Race is irrele-
vant, but all is race (Goldberg, 1993: 6).  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights rests on this concept of 

political justice, which implies that those who do not follow a liberal way 

of life are excluded. The principal aim of this paper is to demonstrate, 

based on onto–epistemological pluralism, that human rights favor the 

white race. On this occasion we are using two historical examples: the 

philosophical context of the Declaration of Human Rights of the Good 

People of Virginia and the Debates on the Project for the 1948 Declara-

tion of Human Rights. 

 
ONTO–EPISTEMOLOGICAL PLURALISM 

AND REASONS FOR BELIEF 
 
We start from the idea that subjects construct the world or reality  
from various conceptual frameworks. Conceptual frameworks are social 
constructs that are built upon, sustained and transformed as a result of 
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the interaction between subjects. These frames are possible conditions 
for the creation of concepts, beliefs, language, knowledge, norms and 
values that we humans need and use in our cognoscitive relation with the 
world (Olivé, 1999: 135-142). The facts and objects that make up part 
of a world only exist if we structure reality from some conceptual  
framework; the world in which the members of a community live 
depends epistemologically and ontologically on these frameworks. This is 
why subjects who structure their reality from different conceptual  
frameworks understand the world differently, but they also live in 
different worlds. 

According to Kuhn, the conceptual frameworks provide the limits of 
the beliefs that can be conceived (Kuhn, 2000: 94). As we have said, 
these frameworks are constructed and transformed by the subjects in 
their social practices, so that the new generations being born find 
themselves in a world where the subjects who preceded them, with their 
concepts, social practices, beliefs, language, knowledge and values are 
already part of the historical development of a community. It is due to 
the inherited conceptual framework, that those who are born into this 
world, have the presuppositions that establish the restrictions about what 
the subjects can come to believe. Among these presuppositions are the 
concepts, language, beliefs, knowledge, norms and values that the 
subjects need in order to get to know and interact with their community. 
So we see that the subjects get to know the world in which they live 
through a specific conceptual framework. This assertion can be 
presented in another way: what is accepted as the world for one 
community of subjects depends on their language, knowledge, beliefs, 
norms and values. More specifically, given that the subjects construct 
their world in relation to their conceptual framework, and this 
framework provides the presupposed values according to which they 
construct the facts, these do not exist apart from the values, be they 
epistemic, moral, aesthetic or other. Therefore, if the subjects find 
themselves in a certain reality, it is also they who, as they go constructing 
themselves within their social practices as members of a community, can 
transform it and themselves in the process. The beliefs that the subjects 
accept or reject, as well as the decisions and actions guided by these 
beliefs, are related to the group of elements (concepts, knowledge,  
beliefs, language, norms and values) that are presupposed when the 
decision is made. 
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We can find reasons for whatever belief is being questioned. If subject 

A doubts the reasons put forward by subject B to believe and makes him 

see that they are insufficient, it is very likely that subject B will respond 

with further reasons to justify his belief. Let us take for example, a  

subject believes that all colored people are inferior. In response to the 

question ”Why do you believe that colored people are inferior?”, the 

subject will reply with reasons that he considers justify his belief. But if 

this subject came to think that he did not have sufficient reasons to 

believe, his belief would be in question and would cease. Then the 

subject would be able to discover why he had thought all colored people 

were inferior. He may have believed that because his parents had taught 

him and this is a strong reason, to doubt what his parents had taught him 

would cause great anguish. From this example we can say that the weight 

of the motive a subject has for believing that all colored people are 

inferior influences the acceptance that this belief is true and leads to 

possible racist behaviour. However, it does not follow that this belief is 

not based on reasons. The motive influences the subject when he accepts 

the reasons as sufficient for believing; reasons that other subjects from a 

different cultural and/or historical context would find insufficient. So 

that, the motives of the subject explain why he believes for these reasons 

(Villoro, 2002: 102-125).  

The notion of ‘race’, for example, is a cultural invention that did not 

exist before the 17th Century and has been maintained thanks to social 

practices that have led to conditions of racist existence. Since the 18th 

century there has been the false belief that persons can be classified as 

inferior or superior according to their physical features. This belief has 

been held as true based on insufficient reasons that were accepted as 

valid for the motives of the European colonizers who tried to justify 

their invasion and appropriation of new territories on the American 

continent. 

‘Race’ developed in the minds of some Europeans as a way to 

rationalize the conquest and brutal treatment of the Native American 

population. Europeans focused on the physical features of the New 

World populations, magnifying and exaggerating their differences, and 

concluding that Africans and Indians and their descendants were lesser 

forms of human beings, and that their inferiority was natural (Smedley, 

1999: 694).  
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Continuing in this historical context the subject of rights in the first 

Declaration of Human Rights, the Declaration of the Rights of the Good 

People of Virginia (June 12th. 1776), was the individual, an individual 

situated in conditions of existence where the bourgeoisie began to gain 

importance in the formation of English political society which was 

also in a vast process of colonial expansion (Goldberg, 1993: 27). The 

rights of human beings referred to the rights of the white, bourgeois 

Englishman, not the rights of blacks, women or indians (Smedley & 

Smedley, 2012: 162).  

Based on the concepts of property and political society as established 

by Locke, the English colonists considered the native indian population 

as societies that lived in their natural state previous to the state of 

development in Europe, and taking advantage of this, they deprived 

them of their political organizations and their territories claiming that 

their property and forms of government could not be considered 

legitimate. 

The American Indians were not politically organized as were the 

English, they did not require the European legislative, judicial and 

executive institutions which Locke considered constituted the universal 

criteria for a political society. The reason the American Indians had none 

of these institutions was because they did not need them, they had few 

controversies about property and they did not need a complete legislative 

system to deal with them. These peoples had never felt the oppression of 

dominion characteristic of tyranny and their way of life did not foster 

greed or ambition about possessions. The American Indians had few 

disputes because their desires were limited and fixed, they had no desire 

to increase their possessions or extend their dominions. The English 

could not accept the American Indians as a political society, therefore 

they considered that they were men that lived in a natural state. 

Nevertheless, Locke was aware that the native Americans, even if they 

governed themselves independently and individually according to the 

description of the state of nature, they were indeed organized politically 

in some sort of nations. But these forms of national government that 

Locke found among the American Indians he did not consider to be real 

political societies. So the native Americans could be treated as if they 

were in the last stages of a natural state, but not as members of a political 

society as such (Tully, 1993: 151).  
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According to the English thinker, anyone, whether American indian or 

the subject of an absolute monarchy, was by definition a harmful being 

who had placed himself in a state of war even if he himself did not 

realize it, Locke considered this man ”(…) he has declared war against all 

mankind, so that he can be destroyed as though he were a lion or a tiger 

(…)” (Locke, 1980: 11). 

Locke justified his posture as if it were impartial, or rather, represented 

the desires of all humanity. But far from it, once there was private 

appropriation of their lands, the Indians were no longer free to hunt, 

gather or cultivate wherever they wished as they had traditionally done; 

they found themselves obliged to follow a way of life that was not theirs, 

they had to live according to the English system of production (Smedley, 

1999: 162-164). Locke made it appear that the destruction of generations 

of social, economic, political and cultural organization of the native 

Americans and the imposition of the English system of commercial 

agriculture was an inevitable and justified form of promote development 

and what was considered to be civilized in that part of the world. 

 
SOCIAL PRACTICES, FACTS AND VALUES.  

THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF CULTURAL NEUTRALITY  

IN HUMAN RIGHTS 

 

Social practices, whether appropriate or not, constitute the core of the 

world we live in. The new generations that encounter this world and their 

formation as cognitive subjects occurs initially from pre–suppositions 

that may be erroneous. The social practices of white racism have 

constituted the world in which we live and, in many cases, without 

questioning, they have been seen as acceptable and normal (Hill, 2008: 

19-21; Smedley, 1999: 17, 27). Men and women ask themselves what the 

meaning of their social practices is, of the world they live in and the 

relationships they establish with others. Asking themselves the purpose 

or value, implies questioning the purpose and values linked to the way of 

life that they share with the other members of their community. The 

world we live in depends on our values and these are linked to the ends 

and objectives that individuals pursue.  

If we observe the vocabulary of some languages such as English or 

Spanish, we notice that the words ‘cruel’, ‘free’, ‘kind’, have their ethical, 



Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology 14(2)/2017: 89-106 

 

95 

descriptive and normative uses; all these concepts, called ‘dense ethics’ 

(Putnam, 1997: 202-203), can signify realities and values. When the 

English colonists declared that: ”Africans and Indians are inferior human 

beings” they were describing, in one way a world situation, a fact which 

was being constructed or was about to be constructed. At the same time, 

the same declaration announced the proposed norms and values that 

would guide subjects toward racist actions in the future; establishing, 

from then on, a norm that would be understood as a condition that had 

to be adjusted to (Dewey, 1939). These racist norms have been taken as 

definitive and consequently they have been maintained by generations 

leading to inappropriate and mistaken actions as seen, for example, in the 

Debates of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and later in 

the current Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

The concepts of ‘dense ethics’ cannot be split into a descriptive 

component and a value component. The values depend on the particular 

context in which the subjects live, in this sense, they are linked to the 

conditions of existence of place and time. Of course, William James 

warns, we should not deny the existence of abstractions that occur with 

terms like ‘winter’. ‘Winter’ is only a name we have given to a certain 

number of days characterized as having a cold climate; it is a concept 

which has been drawn from a past experience of living through a period 

of consecutive cold days which are now referred to as winter (James, 

1943: 265). Similarly, fine abstract or ethical concepts such as ‘good’, 

‘correct’, ‘virtue’ and their opposites: ‘bad’, ‘erroneous’, ‘vice’, among 

others, summarize those social practices that are valuable in certain ways 

of life. Continuing this train of thought we could refer to human rights 

as a practical way of summing up certain aspects of our real practices 

(Rorty, 2000: 218). To talk about these rights is only a way of describing 

the practices we value in our way of life. They are not concepts of a 

‘neutral’ language, their meaning varies according to different social 

practices; they represent practices and values that have made us the 

subjects we are and not others. 

Thus, the more we insist on the abstraction of a universal modern 

identity, the greater the degree to which the modern liberal identity in 

particular is imposed. 

All forms of recurring activity generate rules, so that the subjects can 

respect these rules and they become binding, they need to reflect their 
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own social practices. Given that the so-called Western societies, thought 

of as societies constituted by members of the white race, who value free 

and equal relations, it is to be expected that human rights formulated by 

members of these societies will refer precisely to those forms and 

practices that they value.  
 

So we have that: 

1) Actions and values are intertwined, there are no pre-existing actions 

nor values, it is us subjects who construct them by our social practices. 

2) The act of justifying assertions in fact presupposes value judgements 

(in this case moral).  

3) By justifying moral norms, valuation is implicit. 

4) These norms can be morally correct and epistemologically accurate. 
 

Based on onto–epistemological pluralism as expressed above we have 

no good reasons to believe that subjects can relate to reality outside any 

different conceptual framework; we have no good reason to believe that 

there is one sole conceptual framework within which subjects can 

construct reality, nor do we have good reasons to believe that different 

groups of subjects constitute themselves within a sole conceptual  

framework. Therefore we have no good reasons to believe in the 

pretense of racial and cultural neutrality in human rights that proclaim 

equality without any distinction of race, color, sex, language, religion or 

political opinion. 

The belief that Human Rights are universal and culturally neutral has 

been maintained ever since the first Declaration has led to acts of 

oppression and a systematized exclusion from which men and women, 

whites and non–whites alike have constituted their identities. The belief 

in this cultural neutrality, a falsity, has been held as true. However, what 

is more important for all practical effects is that the predominance of a 

European group (white racism) exerts its power over the non–European 

groups (non–whites) in particular (Van Dijk, 2003: 48). Human rights, 

while establishing their validity on the idea that human nature exists  

independently from these contexts, has favored the predominance of the 

liberal way of life over others, as if it were the only valid one. This form 

of racism developed in collaboration with Western colonialism and 

continued extant in the Debates for the current Declaration of Human 

Rights. 
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THE 1948 DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS 
AND CULTURAL IMPERIALISM 

 
In spite of the contextual character that the Declaration of Human 

Rights has in history, the insistence on its universality persists based on 

two complementary theses about universality: The first, based on the 

ontological and metaphysical premise which holds that all human beings 

of all ages and places have rights inherent to their nature. The second, is 

an epistemological thesis according to which, any human being can have 

knowledge of these rights and can recognize in them the norms that 

should be followed without the aid of an expert or anyone else. The 

pretense of impartiality in human rights regarding the differences that 

range from skin color to cultural, religious and political diversities, result 

in oppression of those who do not belong to the dominant group which 

considers its criteria to be universal, when they are only theirs. It is of the 

greatest importance to remember that the Great Declarations of the past 

are a quite special heritage of Western civilization and that they are 

deeply influenced by a Protestant bourgeois tradition, which is itself an 

outstanding aspect of the rise of the middle class to power. Equality 

before the law has not meant very much in the lives of the working–class 

in most political communities, and still less to African Americans in the 

Southern states of the United States (Laski, 1948: 65-79). The form of 

oppression also called ”cultural imperialism’, carries the universalization 

of social practices and the culture of the dominant group and its 

imposition as a norm. The result is that the perspectives of the 

oppressed groups become invisible and they become stereotyped as ‘the 

others” (Young, 2011: 38-42). The encounter with other groups can 

refute the pretense of universality by the dominant groups, because the 

former groups can show that the reasons the members of the dominant 

group consider them valid are subjective following specific motives and 

not because there are sufficient inter–subjective reasons. So that the 

dominant groups reinforce their position by submitting the ‘others’ to 

the criteria of their norms. Since it is only the cultural expressions of the 

liberals that are widely diffused, it is their cultural expressions that 

become the dominant norms. Seeing the normality of their own cultural 

expressions and their identity, the liberal groups construe as inferior the 

differences exhibited by the other groups. So, those who are culturally 
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dominated experience a paradoxical oppression, in the sense that they are 

identified with stereotypes as well as becoming invisible. This invisibility 

occurs when the dominant groups do not accept the perspective implicit 

in their own cultural expressions as simply one more (possible) perspec-

tive. It often happens that these expressions of the dominant group give 

little thought to the experience of other groups, referring to them as 

marginal or stereotypes. 

The idea that Human Rights are inherent to our nature can be 

interpreted and explained, not in the sense that we are born with them 

because they make up part of our physical, chemical and biological  

constitution, but rather that we are born with them because we are born 

into established societies, at birth we encounter a world where members 

of previous generations live according to the social practices, institutions, 

language, norms and values that are already in process, with its 

beginnings lost some time in the past. We inherit from our immediate 

predecessors a way of life with its norms and values as a sort of historical 

product embedded in the culture to which we belong. In this way we 

inherit, for instance, ideas like the way of life that imposes the idea that 

liberalism is better or superior to others and that certain desires and 

beliefs are common to everyone, so that whoever does not coincide with 

the rest in their beliefs, as well as the practices that go with them, will be 

excluded from the supposed universal democratic political community.  

One of the main problems of the 1948 Declaration (from here on 

D–1948) lies with those who designed it, by presenting some rights that 

correspond to the conditions of Western societies, not only do they not 

include the objectives and values of other cultures in this Declaration, 

the great fault and injustice has been towards subjects who live in con-

texts that do not coincide with Western norms, to mention Berlin, are 

left outside the human sphere1.  

Since all other proposals that did not coincide with the liberal prin-

ciples were eliminated from the debates on the project for the 1948 

Declaration of Human Rights the injustice of cultural imperialism was 

obvious. The experiences and interpretations of the social life of op-

pressed groups found little response from the dominant group. The 

latter imposed its experience and interpretation of what human rights 

should be.  
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Even if the 1948 Declaration dealt with some specific conditions 

derived from World War II, it did not consider other problems that were 

present in the debates for the Declaration and have not been included to 

date. 

For example, Mr. Raafat, the Egyptian representative, pointed out that 

the article declared that ”men and women, from a nubile age, had the 

right, without any restriction for reasons of race, nationality or religion, 

to marry and found a family…”2 could not be considered as a right to be 

exercised universally, since in Egypt, the same as in the majority of 

Muslim states, there are certain restrictions as regards the marriage of a 

Muslim woman with a man from another religion. These are religious 

limitations inspired by the spirit of the Muslim religion, which according 

to Mr. Raafat3, should be respected. Regarding the present article 18 

which states that all persons have a right to the freedom of thought, 

conscience and religion, where this right includes the freedom to change 

religions or beliefs4; the Egyptian representative also pointed out that the 

right to change religion could not be accepted by the delegation of his 

country because in their culture religious faith was not something to 

change lightly5.  

Mr. Baroody, the representative of Saudi Arabia insisted that the 

reference to the right of individuals to change religion should not remain 

in the respective article. Mr. Baroody asked the representative of the 

French government if he had consulted with the Muslim nations of 

North Africa, as well as other French territories before accepting the 

text, or if it was imposed arbitrarily6. The different points of view of 

the world which were made patent in the debates for the Universal  

Declaration of human Rights exposed the insufficient reasoning to 

justify the articles in the 1948 Declaration. 

Mr. Radovanovic, the Yugoslav representative, asserted that the 

project for the Declaration presented to the Assembly was founded on 

individualistic concepts that considered human beings as isolated indi-

viduals separated from their own forms of life. For that delegation it was 

obvious that the authors of the Declaration had taken into consideration 

their own criteria of Western civilization by ignoring a great part of what 

the non–western civilizations could have contributed7. This project for 

the Declaration took place without taking into account the living condi-

tions in which other cultures exist. 
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The debates of the D–1948 show the need to contrast the practices of 

members of different communities. The error of the Declaration is that 

they insisted on reaching a comprehensive vision of the practices which 

is impossible, so that it became a monological vision, only partial, as it 

boosted some aspects at the expense of ignoring others. From the fact of 

understanding that there are different practices fixed in different tradi-

tions it does not follow that we will find points common to all of them, 

nor are there any good ontological and epistemological reasons, to try to 

fit these practices into one single norm that is considered correct.  

An adequate Declaration of Human Rights must both guarantee a 

world with a plurality of differing values and also guarantee a procedure 

by means of which peoples and nations can and must pass beyond their 

present ideologies when these ideologies are so mutually contradictory, 

as to threaten the peace of the world. At best every tradition got facets 

of the truth, but not every facet. An adequate Declaration of Human 

Rights must possess the guarantee of a world in which all differing 

traditions gain expression, each one in part at least (Northrop, 1948: 

181-184).  

If we could effectively access a historical and transcultural human 

nature that would correspond to Human Rights, there would be no 

argument about some of these rights, because they would be determined 

by human nature itself. If this were so, the history of human rights 

would be irrelevant in as much as, strictly speaking, these rights would 

not be a product of historical contingencies or social and cultural agree-

ments between members of different communities. If human rights were 

intrinsic to human nature independent of diverse contexts, from earliest 

times, these rights would necessarily have been the same for all possible 

human beings of all eras. 

To refer to human rights ”…is just a practical way of summarizing 

certain aspects of our real practices….” (Rorty, 2000: 218). Or one could 

say, talking about those rights is just a way of referring to those practices 

that are habitual in our lives and that we consider valuable; it is about 

practices and values that have been constructing us into the people we 

are and not others. 

Human rights represent what members of liberal societies have valued 

at least since the 18th Century and have preserved in their everyday lives. 

The demands for justice that Western liberal societies make on the rest 
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of the world are really expressions of loyalty to their own values, to their 

local concepts. As Rorty himself points out, this does not mean the 

Western liberal person is better informed about what justice is, instead it 

means that by making these demands on the non–liberal societies he is 

being true to himself (Rorty, 2000: 113). But not only this, at the same 

time Western liberal societies are demanding that these non–Western 

societies give them a wider scope of loyalty, that is to say, a space where 

the non–Western persons can be included as ‘people like us liberals’, with 

emotional affinity , charm; so that in the view of the Westerners these 

‘others’ appear reasonable and trustworthy. In a context such as this, 

those who do not resemble liberal white man, as they strain to identify 

with him they are renouncing their own identity, their beliefs and values 

and in this sense they are dominated.  

Taking as a basis the concept of oppression formulated by Young 
(2011: 38), we consider that human rights oppress certain groups as they 
deal with institutionalized social processes that annul the capacity of a 
subject to interact and communicate with others or to express his  
sentiments and perspective about social life in contexts where other 
subjects can hear them. 

In general terms all these oppressed people, whether they are women, 
indigenous people, Jews, lesbians, gay men, the elderly, the physically and 
mentally handicapped, the working classes, colored people, etc. suffer 
some limitation in their faculties to develop and exercise their capacities, 
express their thoughts and sentiments, as do those who suffer some 
limitation to express and satisfy their needs. We do not understand 
oppression in its traditional sense, is as an exercise of tyranny by a few 
governing persons who coerce the subjects of the community they 
govern. Oppression is understood as the disadvantages and injustices 
that people are subjected to under everyday social practices, it is not a 
dyadic relationship between the subjects of the oppressing group and the 
oppressed group. The oppression consists in the systematic, constant, 
regular impediments that some groups are subjected to. Understood in 
this sense, the oppression is structural, ”its causes are in the norms, 
habits and symbols which are not questioned, in the pre–suppositions 
that underlie the institutional rules and in the collective consequences of 
following these norms.” (Young, 2011: 41) If a subject is oppressed, he is 
so because he is a member of a group that is systematically reduced, 
molded and immobilized (Frye, 1983: 8).  



Mónica GÓMEZ SALAZAR / Onto-Epistemological Pluralism, Social Practices... 

 

102 

We could say that oppression persists and is reproduced in social 

practices guided by policies and moral norms such as human rights, 

which are not questioned and lack sufficient inter–subjective reasons to 

guarantee them, from a human dimension, as guidelines for correct col-

lective action. Therefore, we cannot eliminate structural oppression by 

getting rid of governments or making new laws or increasing the genera-

tion of human rights, one has to bear in mind that oppression is syste-

matically reproduced in economic, political and cultural institutions. The 

persistent character of oppression determines that one oppressed group 

does not need a corresponding oppressor group. Structural oppression 

implies relations between groups where one group participates in deci-

sion making and the other does not. In the case of D–1948, after two 

years of debates, the group of representatives of the countries that could 

be classified as Western, made the decision about which articles of the 

Declaration should remain and which should be eliminated. Of course, 

in politics there need be no collective effort to gain the common good, 

the welfare of some and others. Instead, there can be political institu-

tions that serve to protect the interests to the detriment of the rest 

(Finchel Pitkin, 1972). However, one of the most relevant aspects of 

oppression is the actions that many subjects contribute daily to maintain 

and reproduce it, although, in general, these persons are simply doing 

their jobs, living their lives and they do not realize that they themselves 

are agents of oppression. They are social actions of violence, exploitation 

or marginalization, because of their systematic character gradually 

become considered acceptable. 

Oppression is often perpetrated because of a conceptualization of the 

difference of groups in terms of unalterable and essential natures that 

determine what the members of certain groups deserve or are capable of, 

and what causes the groups to become in a way exclusive between each 

other, that they cannot find any similarities or common attributes. To 

claim that it is possible for social groups to have differences without 

there being oppression, one needs to conceptualize these groups in a much 

more flexible and relational way. Therefore, a Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights should be more flexible, more representative of cultural 

plurality and consider itself to be in constant reformulation. 

The character and quality of involuntary association influences many 

important aspects of the character and quality of voluntary association. 
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Involuntary association constitutes the inevitable background of all social 

and cultural life, but we move towards liberty and autonomy when 

we allow ourselves or others to leave the association, when we allow 

someone ”…to divorce, to convert to another religion, to retire, to go 

over to the opposition, or to break a contract, etc.” (Walzer, 2004: 39-40) 

But we also move towards liberty and equality when we allow and 

respect someone who decides to remain in a certain group, preserving 

his traditions, culture and religion. The error is to consider that Human 

Rights are inclusive norms for all ways of life. One cannot nor should 

not always reach agreement, disagreement and differing opinions ought 

to be accepted, these can be obtained and expressed in diverse ways 

(Cavell, 1988: 24). We do not need to agree to live one and others in the 

same moral world, but we do need to know, for one thing, what our 

position is, how we define ourselves; closely related to this is another 

point: we should be aware of the differences that distance us from the 

rest and respect them (Cavell, 1979: 269, 312).  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Starting from onto–epistemological pluralism, in this paper we have 

demonstrated that there are innumerable worlds in which the facts,  

norms and values are intermingled, which cancels the possibility of 

cultural neutrality.  

Moral norms, norms of political and judicial life can vary from one 

culture to another, depending on their respective social practices, and in 

each context they can be justified as valid based on different reasons, 

according to the pre–suppositions of each cultural group. So that in 

order to reach agreement we do not necessarily need to coincide in ways 

of living, but rather to understand from which of these we are 

interacting. Agreements can be reached if the parties, even if they do not 

coincide in their postures and values, trust the needs and interests that 

become explicit in the argument. 

Based on the idea that social practices, whether right or wrong, 

constitute worlds, we have shown that the racist and cultural imperialist 

pre–suppositions of the 1948 Declaration of Human Rights can be 

explained by the historical conditions and valuations at the time of the 

English colonization of American territories. 
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In order to avoid the afore mentioned unjust practices, the norms, be 

they epistemic, moral or political, should be based on good reasons, that 

is, reasons that cannot be revoked by any other reason, public and ac-

cessible to any possible subject involved in the practices of a certain 

cultural community in the historical and social conditions of the mo-

ment. Good reasons allow us to form human criteria that will guarantee, 

with a high degree of probability, that the practices guided by these 

norms will be right. The foregoing is very relevant as the practices, 

whether right or wrong, have consequences that can be unforeseeable in 

the society of the subjects who made the decisions, and they can even 

have pernicious effects on other societies on a global scale. 

As no knowledge or norm is infallible, so as to obtain a greater degree 

of certainty in our epistemic (to generate knowledge) and social practices, 

we need to have communication between the diverse groups. Coopera-

tion and coordination is required between the subjects of different 

communities and diverse cultures and disciplines. To dispose ourselves 

to cooperate, what is required is that different groups of subjects, even if 

their practices are different, should be valued as members of a society 

from which personal life plans also depend, at least partially.  

 
Notes 
 

1 ”Forms of life differ. Ends, moral principles are many. But not infinitely many; 

they must be within the human horizon. If they are not, then they are outside the 

human sphere.” (Isaiah Berlin, 1988: 15). ”We are free to criticize the values of 

other cultures, to condemn them, but we cannot pretend not to understand them at 

all, or to regard them simply as subjective…” (Isaiah Berlin, 1988: 14-15). 
2 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights [online] Article 16. 

http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/ [Cited on 2016–01–25] 
3 Continuación de los debates sobre el proyecto de Declaración Universal de 

Derechos del Hombre: Informe de la Tercera Comisión (A/777), 386. 
4 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights [online] Article 18. 
5 Continuación de los debates sobre el proyecto de Declaración Universal de los 

Derechos del Hombre: Informe de la Tercera Comisión (A777), 386. 
6 United Nations, Official Records of the Third Session of the General Assembly, Part I Social, 

Humanitarian and Cultural Questions. Third Committee 21 September – 8 December, Lake 

Success, New York: United Nations, 1948: 403-404. 
7 Official Records of the Third Session of the General Assembly, Part I. Social, Humanitarian 

and Cultural Questions. Lake Success, New York: United Nations, 1948: 370. 
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