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Culture

I would like to greet everyone present and thank you all for being here.

This speech about cultures has been drawn from a number of different books and conferences by Silo, founder of the school of thought known as New Humanism, or Universal Humanism.

We will discuss different cultures, trying to define each of them and provide a description of the situation they find themselves in today, the risks of clashes between cultures and the possibility of a cultural convergence that is aimed towards the formation of a Universal Human Nation. And we will also make a proposal. 
1) What are cultures? 

The word “culture” has several meanings. Etymologically it is taken from the Latin, and is derived from the verb “colere”, to cultivate. 

A number of works have been written in an effort to understand the function and fate of cultures. In each of these attempts we find interesting contributions; however, it is unlikely that researchers, anthropologists, sociologists and philosophers took into account the way in which the landscape of which they formed part conditioned their observations, and they considered the human being simply an epiphenomenon of their object of study. 

Let's look at some examples.

In 1871, the English anthropologist Tylor described culture as a complex collection of various factors acquired by man as a member of society. 

Later, towards the end of the First World War, according to an “Organic Logic of History”, Spengler interprets culture as an organism. Each culture/organism represents a world in itself, with its own values, without the possibility of communication with other cultures. Here history's protagonist is not man, but “culture”.

Between 1934 and 1954, Toynbee became interested in the comparative study of civilisations, identifying 26 of them. He characterises the subject of history not as a biological being marked by destiny, but an entity driven forward by impulse and halted between that which is open and that which is closed. Furthermore, it was his understanding that the great religions transcend the disintegration of civilisations, and it is these religions which allow us to detect, intuitively, a “plan” and a “purpose” in history. 

Once the Cold War ended, Huntington, in opposition to Francis Fukuyama's “End of History”, affirms that the conflicts of the 21st Century will be established with greater frequency and violence, no longer for reasons of political ideology, as was the case in the 20th Century, but along the lines which divide cultures (or civilisations) such as Islamic, Western or Chinese culture.

In order to define civilisations, some scholars use set theory. Others focus their attention on technical advances, asserting that industrial civilisation is progressively replacing the agrarian civilisation that preceded it, and predicting a subsequent transformation which relates to the information society. Some feminist movements link the change in civilisation with the start of male domination of women. Environmentalist movements link it with the beginning of man's excessive exploitation of natural resources, which must be countered with a sustainable development.

Finally John Zerzan, one of the main exponents of anarcho-primitivism, sees civilisation as something which forces mankind to live in an unnatural way, to oppress those who are weakest, and put the environment in danger. His works criticise civilisation as naturally oppressive and defend a return to prehistoric hunter-gatherer ways of life.

That said...

2) What are cultures for New Humanism? 

Firstly, we can see that cultures are an exclusively human product: no such traces are found in the animal kingdom. Thus, if we wish to answer the question “What are cultures?” it is necessary first to answer “what is the human being?”

We view the human as a historic being whose way of social action transforms its very nature thanks to the reflection of socio-historical elements as a personal memory.

In other words: in human beings there is no human “nature”, if there is anything “natural” in the human being it is change, history, transformation. 

This enables us to free ourselves from the ideas of “natural order”, “natural morality”, “natural law”, “natural institutions”, because in this field everything is socio-historical, and nothing out there exists by nature.

It even allows us to free ourselves from the idea that the human conscience is passive. On the contrary, the copresence in human consciousness functions because of its enormous temporal broadening, and if the intentionality of human consciousness allows it to project a meaning, then what is most characteristic of the human being is being and making the meaning of the world, thus transforming it.

But, why would the human being need to transform the world and transform itself? Because of the situation, in which it finds itself of finiteness and spatial-temporal deficiency that is registered as pain (physical) and suffering (mental).

Overcoming pain is not simply an animal response, immediate, reflexive and natural, but a differed response, a construction before the possibility of future pain, or the presence of pain in other human beings, which is experienced as suffering.

Thus, overcoming pain appears to be a basic project which guides action. 

It is that intention that has made possible the communication between bodies and various intentions, what we call “Social Constitution”. Social constitution is as historical as human life, it shapes human life. Its transformation is continuous, but not in the same way as nature where change does not take place based on intention. 

Things being so, we are now in a position to answer the question “what are cultures?”
We understand cultures as a collection of responses that groups of humans generate throughout the process of adaptation to their surroundings in order to satisfy their needs and overcome pain and suffering.

Cultures incorporate social experience, the landscape and the natural conditions in which a human grouping was formed (its art, its tools, its architecture, ways of production, means of organisation, etc.) as well as its aspirations, beliefs, myths and utile codes for its relationships. 

These elements, both tangible and intangible, are so arranged that they transform the existing conditions, whilst expressing the values which provide direction and meaning within the personal and collective spheres.

Cultures are not a simple reflex response to external conditioning and determinism. They are, above all, the expression of human intentionality, temporal configurations in which the future is paramount.

They are also an accumulation of historical memory which is transmitted in various ways, converting “the cultural” into “the established”. However, while established culture tends to be perceived as immobile and permanent, it is always subject to change. 

3) The situation of cultures today
As of course they must be, cultures are part of the process of “worldization
” and transformation that affects individuals and groups across the whole planet. 

The world has changed, and is still changing at increasing speed and many things, which up until recently were blindly believed, can no longer be upheld. The increasing speed is creating instability and disorientation in every society, be they poor or wealthy. Old religious, patriotic, cultural, political and union values now come second to money, and at the same time, the social weave is gradually coming undone. All this is accompanied by the dissolution of the structures which, until recently, were referential, and the traditional leadership, the opinion makers, and the old political and social fighters, are no longer a reference for the people.

The increase of the historical “speed” not long ago did away with the remains of feudality and colonialism, and has kept on moving towards the fragile structures of nation states, whilst regionalisation continue their advance, not without setbacks. Migration from the poorest to the most developed countries is rising rapidly, creating an unprecedented interpenetration between various cultures. We are not just talking about the fact that today every person on the planet can communicate thanks to the technological advances: We are saying that the historical accumulation of phenomenons such as colonialism and imperialism, the vast disparity in living conditions and life expectancy in different parts of the world, the consequent massive migratory movement, show multiculturality inside what are still considered “territories of the nation states”.

“Today, separate cultures are disappearing. We are warned of great shifts in the members of all of the Earth's communities as they feel the impact not just of information and technology, but also of patterns of use, customs, values, images and modes of conduct with little consideration given to where they come from. 

There is a direct correspondence between the growing onslaught of imperialism which asserts its own self interest, thus justifying the violence of one culture against another, and the general increase of violence in the cultures which rise up against such aggressors. 

As a reaction to the attempted imposition of a supranational culture, in every one of societies echelons, a great chauvinism has grown in the heart of numerous countries and national regions, along with the increased tendency to glorify one's own culture and demonise those which are alien. So, if we consider those cultures affected by the aggression of external factors, we find ourselves faced with certain institutions, customs and social tendencies which unite the affected groups with regards to their ever more violent demands and efforts to settle the score.

4) Conflicts

Nowadays, cultural clashes can be identified in every corner of the world. Among them we find armed conflicts dating back many, many years, some of which include the threat of using nuclear weapons. Without reaching such extremes, other confrontations of a different magnitude manifest themselves cyclically, of varying intensity, involving different communities of a single nationality, various different nationalities, governments and rebel groups. In each and every case the common factor is the escalation of violence and the suffering of thousands of people. 
By way of example, we need only mention: In Asia, confrontations between Buddhists and Hindus in Sri Lanka, between Indians and Pakistanis, between China and Tibet. In Africa, the clashes in the Sudan between the Islamic North and the Christian South and the resurgence of racial tensions in South Africa. 

In Europe, the abuse and persecution of immigrants from developing countries – which, may I add, are the same countries colonised, exploited and plundered by Europe for centuries, and they are the same immigrants who were called upon when cheap labour was needed. 
In the Middle East, the battle between Palestines and Israelis. 

In North America, the racial discrimination, the toughening up of immigration policies such as the Arizona Law, and the trafficking of people in bordering regions with consequences as horrific as the Tamaulipas massacre. In Latin America the frequent xenophobia towards the migrant population from poorer countries, and across the whole continent, from North to South, the discrimination and impoverishment of native peoples, trying to reclaim their rights and freely express their cultural identity. 

Of course, this list is not complete, but perhaps it helps to illustrate what Silo wrote over 15 years ago in one of his “Letters”: “The prevailing social order locks things into a vicious circle feeding on itself as it expands into a worldwide system from which no part of the planet is free.”

And he continued saying “Will everything end up, then, in the war of all against all? Will the future be culture against culture, continent against continent, region against region? Will it be ethnic group against ethnic group, neighbour against neighbour, and family member against family member as people flail about without direction like wounded animals trying to shake off their pain? Or instead will we include and welcome all the differences within the direction of world revolution?”

As humanists, we decisively support the second option. 

5) Possibilities of a convergence of cultures.

Does the possibility of cultures converging really exist? How can we advance in that direction? What support do we have?

There have been humanist moments in history which are characterised, among other things, by the rejection of violence, the convergence between diverse cultures and the love of knowledge and its advance beyond established truths. Through the study of its precedents and their influence, it becomes clear that the knowledge is advanced cooperatively, and this also aids the understanding of our current culture as tributary to the contributions of many people, often far removed from us in terms of space and time. 

Let's see a few examples:

Arab culture, having gathered together and broadened its classic legacy, went on to become the Christian West, greatly influencing the Renaissance, thanks to the translation work undertaken especially in Toledo in the 12th and 13th Centuries. This was possible through the spirit of tolerance that permitted the cooperative work between the wisest minds of the Arab, Jewish and Christian cultures.

The knowledge collected and translated in Toledo was conserved thanks to the Library of Alexandria, founded by Alexander the Great's successors. There, thanks to the patronage of the Kings Ptolemy, the learned men that came from places all across the world could dedicated themselves wholly to study, surrounded by an extraordinary collection of all books that where attainable in such times. 

Byzantium, the Eastern Roman Empire, spanned the period from 330 to 1453 AD. When the Roman Empire began to collapse, its capital was transferred to Constantinople in order to survive. After the collapse of the West, this part of the empire not only survives, but develops and prospers. The inheritance of the Hellenistic legacy, the union and synthesis of the ancient knowledge of Egypt and Persia that, alongside the new Christian religion, will shape a world and culture from which many others will emerge. The Byzantines provide the Muslim and Ruso-slavic worlds with science, knowledge and culture. Byzantium is the common root between the Middle East and the West, a river that flows from ancient times until the 15th Century, which nurtures and nourishes the Muslim world, Ruso-slavic Europe and the Western Renaissance. 

Frederick II, (1194-1250) is a bridge between East and West. Heir of the Germanic Holy Roman Empire and the Norman kingdom of Sicily, a quintessential multicultural atmosphere is formed in the city of Palermo. It crossed the cultural and religious boundaries of its time in order to create a collaborative relationship with the Muslims.

The Salerno Medical School, which draws upon Byzantine, Jewish and Arab contributions, is found in the vanguard of Europe. The promotion of translations of Arab texts and those of the classical age, meant that contributions from Islamic culture sparked a revision of the Christian European body of beliefs, and a qualitative jump in the field of knowledge. 

In 16th Century Prague lived Emperor Rudolph II, who dedicated his life to the development of science and the arts. Under his patronage, we see the most prolific advances of knowledge of the times. Leaving territorial questions and religious conflicts to one side, he gave refuge and support to scientists and artists, thus science and art were joined in the search of a deeper understanding of the world and of life. In this atmosphere of sensitivity and tolerance conceptions and attitudes that went beyond religious antagonism progressed. 

---

Even though, with “worldization” clashes between cultures are heightened, and there are no longer isolated cultures, from a different point of view this constitutes the possibility of overcoming conflicts, and progress towards a real convergence. 

Whether it is because of the inevitable contact, because of knowledge of diverse aspects which become ever more common in our daily lives, or because of an instinct to survive; In short, whether it is determined by circumstance, or by the evolutionary intent that is manifested in moments of crisis, it is possible that we will see brought to light the best of every culture and, ultimately, of every human being. 

A fundamental means of advancing in the desired direction is to exercise the humanist attitude. As we have seen, this attitude has been repeatedly voiced throughout history, at various times and places, and its basic tenets are:

1. Placing the human being as the central value and preoccupation.

2. Affirming the equality of all human beings.

3. Recognizing personal and cultural diversity.

4. The tendency to develop knowledge above what is accepted or imposed as an absolute truth.

5. Affirming liberty of ideas and beliefs.

6. The repudiation of violence.

Additionally, we consider dialogue an essential tool.

In the profound recognition of the value of all cultures, of the importance of diversity in the evolution of life on our planet, we find the key to dialogue. And it is the dialogue centred on a common project that will allow us to share those progressive elements present in each culture, as well as investigate, express and reject those elements that historically have opposed the convergence between peoples. 

We believe that placing the thrust of our action in this direction is a unique attempt, at this current time when everything tends towards differentiation, and could constitute a bridge between human beings, when all other bridges are falling down. 

Finally, one other tool that we consider substantial is the Golden Rule. 

It is a common moral rule that unites all cultures and all great religions. 

Zoroastrianism says: “That which is good for one and all, for whoever: That is good for me […] Whatever is good for me, the very same must be judged for all”. 

Judaism affirms in the Talmud: “That which is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow.”

And the Mahabharata, fundamental book of the Hindu culture: “Do not do to others that which is injurious to you.”

In China, with Confucius: “Do not do to others that which we would not want them to do to us”, and in the Christian Gospel: “Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them: for this is the law and the prophets.”

The Koran recites: “None of you truly believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes for himself.”

And Silo's message: “When you treat others as you wish to be treated, you free yourself.”

Buddhism, Jainism, Shintoism and many more also allude to the same principle.

This moral Golden Rule is a bequeathal to all humanity, placing upon us one unbetterable condition: To build relations with others that are both positive and enriching.

And what is our proposal?

We say that, in order to place the foundations of a new civilisation, it is necessary to promote the convergence of the different living cultures, towards a non-violent culture which could lead to the formation of a Universal Human Nation. 

And we affirm that the convergence we want will only be possible if the human being is placed before cultures, if he is positioned as our central value, choosing a humanist thesis over a cultural one. 

“Worldization” is headed in that direction, beyond isolated cultures, a potent phenomenon, of vast historical force. We propose the promotion of this process.

Once again, in Silo's words:

“Current events are contributing in a positive way, for they are leading us to reconsider everything we have believed until now, to evaluate the history of humanity from another optic, to launch our projects toward another image of the future, to look at each other with a new compassion and tolerance. Then, a new humanism will open a way through this labyrinth of history, in which we human beings have so many times believed ourselves reduced to nothing.” 

�	 This differs radically from the concept of Globalization, the latter corresponding with the current process of homogenization that is driven by imperialism, financial groups and international banking. Globalization expands at the expense of the diversity and autonomy of national states, of the identity of cultures and subcultures. The mentors of globalization intend to mount a world system (*New Order) based on the “open” market economy. New Humanism pleads for worldization, process to which different cultures tend to converge without losing their lifestyle and their identity. The process of w. favors national federations and federative regionalizations arriving finally to a model of global multiethnic, multicultural and multiconfesional confederation, that is to say, a universal human nation.” (Dictionary of New Humanism, Silo, Complete works II)





