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The end of the Cold War, the collapse of to-
talitarian states, and the various “waves” of
democratization that have occurred in differ-
ent regions of the world for the last 30 years
(in Latin America, Southern Europe, Eastern
Europe, Eurasia, Africa, and East Asia) have
fundamentally changed the international di-
alogue about human rights. “Pluralism” is
in vogue, as the Bangladeshi newspaper
Dainik Janakantha recently editorialized: “It
is the age of achieving freedom.... It is the
age of singing songs of triumph...of plural-
ism over authoritarianism. It is the age of
exception, the age of difference, and the age
of proclaiming the victory of mankind and
diversifying the sources of creativity.”1

Most people, whether in Germany, Sin-
gapore, Venezuela, Egypt, or Uzbekistan,
now live under systems that uphold the
principle of pluralism, that citizens have
freedom of choice in matters of thought, re-
ligion, belief, and lifestyle. “Totalitarian”
states are few and far between. The Chinese
journalist Ren Zhongping’s exaltation of
Marxism—”Marxism is our guiding ideolo-
gy on building our party and state, the
guide to action in all our work.... Only by
upholding and consolidating Marxism’s
guidance position will the entire party and
the people of the entire country be able to
always advance in the correct direction”2—
sounds increasingly archaic in the contem-
porary world.

We are much more comfortable with the
rhetoric espoused by a Ugandan minister
and a leading figure in his country’s ruling
National Resistance Movement, who said
that the task now facing the state is to

transform political life “where the culture of
tolerance is paramount and change of guard
is determined by the people.... Others who
do not share in this view will eventually re-
alize it is the wisest way to go.... To say ‘no’
to the president augurs well for the politics
of this country. It shows that Ugandans have
matured politically and do not want the
idea of alagidde [he has ordered].... It is ob-
vious, it is a natural process....”3

The debate is no longer over whether
citizens have a right to choose—but how
many options should be made available to
them. The path of political pluralism in
Russia over the last decade reflects this
shift. Eleven years ago, Mikhail Gorbachev
ended the Communist Party’s legal monop-
oly on power, setting the stage for the emer-
gence of a multiparty system. By 1993,
some 43 different parties and electoral blocs
had been registered to compete for seats in
parliamentary elections. Recent legislation
passed by the Russian State Duma and
signed into law by President Vladimir
Putin, now places limits on the number of
political movements that may nominate
candidates and contest elections. To be con-
sidered a national political party, an organi-
zation must register at least 10,000 mem-
bers, have local organizations in half of Rus-
sia’s 89 regions (each with a minimum
membership of 100), and have a presence in
every region of no fewer than 50 members.
This measure was touted as a necessary step
to encourage dozens of small, competing
groups to consolidate themselves into large,
well-organized parties. Limiting the quantity
of choices has been justified on the grounds
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of improving the quality of the options be-
ing proffered to the citizenry.4

How big (or how small) must the menu
be in order for an outside, neutral observer
to be reasonably satisfied that an individ-
ual’s right to freedom of choice is being re-
spected? Consider the question of religious
pluralism. In the constitutions both of the
United States and of the Republic of Turk-
menistan, the principle of freedom of con-
science is guaranteed. Both states recognize
and protect the right of the individual to
profess no religion. However, whereas over
two thousand religious organizations com-
pete for the spiritual allegiance of Ameri-
cans, in Turkmenistan only two faiths 
(Sunni Islam and Eastern Orthodox Chris-
tianity) are legally permitted to open and
maintain houses of worship, distribute reli-
gious literature, and engage in religious 
education. Citizens of Turkmenistan, there-
fore, have a very limited menu of religions
from which to choose, a fact that has led to
severe criticism of the country by non-
governmental human rights organizations 
as well as by such official bodies as the U.S.
Department of State and the European Par-
liament.5 The issue is not that Turkmeni-
stan does not permit freedom of choice in
religious matters, but that it allows for too
few choices.

At what point, however, between two
and two thousand, should and would criti-
cism of Turkmenistan abate? Romania has
15 recognized religious communities, while
in Austria, 12 “recognized” religious soci-
eties and 9 “confessional communities” are
able to function as “public corporations.”6

Are these numbers, or the differences in
types of faiths recognized, sufficient to en-
sure that most citizens in each case have
freedom of choice in religious matters? Is
pluralism to be measured solely by quantity,
or is diversity also a legitimate yardstick?

Of course, absolute pluralism—in any
society—is an impossibility. For the sake of
civic peace and societal cohesion, certain be-
liefs or practices may be either mandated or

proscribed, even at the cost of interfering
with an individual’s freedom of choice. In
1878, the U.S. Supreme Court, in the case
of Reynolds v. United States, declared that
“laws are made for the government of ac-
tions, and while they cannot interfere
with...belief and opinions, they may with
practices... Can a man excuse his practices to
the contrary because of...belief? To permit
this would be to make the professed doc-
trines...superior to the law of the land, and
in effect to permit every citizen to become a
law unto himself. Government could exist
only in name under such circumstances.”7

Echoing the court a century later, Ali Khosh
Goftar, an Iranian scholar attached to the
Qom Theological Seminary’s Center for Cul-
tural Studies, points out that every regime
is constructed on a “series of solid and im-
movable foundations, constant tenets, and
unfaltering principles”; for the sake of its
own survival, no regime can allow a public
challenge which might undermine those
guiding principles.8

Finding the Balance
Every society “manages” pluralism to some
degree. International law permits limita-
tions deemed “necessary to protect public
safety, order, health or morals or the funda-
mental rights and freedoms of others” (arti-
cle 18.3, International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights). Different societies use
different mechanisms to regulate pluralism.
In Iran’s “religious democracy,” “the public
domain is governed and regulated by laws
which are either copied from or inspired
from religious tenets.”9 In the United States,
market forces determine the makeup of the
public square; the “separation of church and
state” mandated by the First Amendment to
the Constitution prohibits direct state fund-
ing of religious and philosophical move-
ments; therefore, groups and ideologies
must attract adherents and sponsors to sur-
vive as public institutions.

There is no consensus, however, as to
when the line is crossed. When are restric-
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tions on an individual’s freedom of choice 
or a group’s freedom of action justified by
“public expediency,” to borrow Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s phrase,10 and when do they con-
stitute an unacceptable violation of human
rights? Finding the balance has been the
source of much friction in recent years. Con-
sider the resolutions adopted in 2000 by the
European Parliament concerning interna-
tional human rights.11 These European
statesmen urged a number of states in East-
ern Europe, Eurasia, the Middle East, and
the Far East to “end repression and discrimi-
nation against peaceful religious and philo-
sophical minorities.” They also called for the
full implementation of the International
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms
of Discrimination Against Women, asking
that governments “refrain from invoking re-
ligious or cultural considerations to avoid
obligations in this respect.”

However, Europeans need look no fur-
ther than their own backyards to discover
the gap that exists between advocating these
principles and implementing them. France,
Britain, Switzerland, Germany, and Italy,
among other European countries, monitor
and restrict the activities of groups that, 
although nonviolent, threaten to undermine
social stability. Individuals or groups can be
censured if they deny the fundamental legit-
imacy of the government, refuse to pay 
taxes, forbid children to attend school or 
opt out of parts of the curriculum, preach
against medicine and health care, engage 
in practices deemed to be “unsafe” by the
majority, or prevent people from discharg-
ing their obligations of compulsory state
service. The cultural and religious tradi-
tions of the European nations cannot be 
so neatly separated from state policies,
whether this is manifested in compulsory 
religious education in state schools, prohi-
bitions against polygamy, or designating
Sunday and Christian holidays as official
days of rest.

Take the question of pacifism, whether
advocated on religious or humanitarian

grounds. The European Parliament, for ex-
ample, encourages the member states of the
European Union “to observe strictly the
right to conscientious objection, without
reference to any religious criteria, and...[to]
offer an alternative to military service of
equal duration, which should not be turned
into a punitive form of civilian service....”12

Are all states in the world, however, equally
capable of implementing such a charge,
without endangering national security?

To the United States, a nuclear super-
power comprising 280 million individuals,
with a large, all-volunteer armed force and
the most sophisticated military technology
in the world, the existence of a relatively
small number of pacifists in no way under-
mines national security. 

In contrast, in a state like Azerbaijan,
with a population of 7.5 million, 20 percent
of its territory occupied by Armenian sepa-
ratists in Nagorno-Karabakh, and surround-
ed by powerful neighbors who have in the
past backed rebellions against the consti-
tuted authority, does not the pacifist, no
matter how honorable his intentions may
be, threaten the ability of the state to de-
fend itself? Should a state in that position
not have the right to prevent its citizens
from opting out of military service? Such
conditions are a major reason why Azerbai-
jan, although recognizing in theory the
pacifist objection to military service, has
not, in practice, set up a legal mechanism
for dealing with conscientious objection.13

(A similar observation could be made with
regard to Armenia, where Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses, in part because of their antigovern-
ment, antimilitary stance, have faced gov-
ernmental and social harassment.)

No competent international authority
has defined the precise limits of pluralism,
or whether those limits are dependent upon
social and political conditions in each specif-
ic country. Jordan, for example, was highly
critical of a recent U.S. State Department
report on human rights conditions in the
kingdom, particularly the “failure to incor-

Managing Pluralism 53



porate information about economic and re-
gional conditions the country is witness-
ing.” It charged that the United States was
“confusing human rights concepts with
maintaining public rights and law and or-
der.”14 In the absence of a single internation-
al standard, each state puts forth its own
criteria for judging compliance. Because the
United States is the world’s preeminent
power, it is frequently charged with using
international human rights standards as an
“engine of domination” in its attempts to
impose American values on other states.15

American foreign policy observers them-
selves observe that the United States, while
invoking “international standards,” often
measures the behavior and policies of other
states by its own domestic criteria.16

Differences in understanding how plu-
ralistic principles should be applied in actu-
al practice have begun to have an impact on
American bilateral relations with key allies
that are themselves democracies. Differences
with respect to religious freedom, for exam-
ple, have strained Washington’s relations
with two key European partners, France and
Germany.

In December 1999, French foreign min-
ister Hubert Vedrine, himself an advocate 
of expanding pluralism,17 complained to
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright about
American criticism of French policy toward
“sectarian” religious movements: “This base-
less questioning of French public action by
your administration at the same time as the
dialog between our senior officials is contin-
uing has cast a shadow over the very pro-
ductivity of this dialog.”18 In response to
U.S. congressional criticism in 1997 of Ger-
many’s treatment of Scientologists and other
“new religious movements,” a German com-
mentator noted: “There has been a dramatic
loss of foreign policy competence in the
Congress, whose most absurd result to date
has been the resolution on freedom of reli-
gion in Germany. The loss of knowledge
and interest can prove dangerous when 
there is an important issue at stake. As a

friend and ally of the United States, the
Federal Republic has every reason to be con-
cerned.”19 These disagreements were reflect-
ed in part in the reallocation of seats on the
United Nations Commission on Human
Rights in May 2001, when the United
States was voted off the commission for the
first time in its history.

In addressing this issue, University of
Chicago political scientist Nathan Tarcov
counsels: “The need to distinguish universal
principles from American particularities and
to respect the particularities of others is
present in any foreign policy concerned with
human rights.”20 All too often, human
rights standards have been projected in a so-
cial and cultural vacuum. This is a grave
mistake, for pluralistic systems evolve with-
in the context of specific cultures and adapt
to existing economic, educational, and polit-
ical conditions.

“Indigenous” Pluralism
Given that the world is moving in the di-
rection of pluralism, one of the first steps
needed to ensure a smooth transition is a
“cultural audit” to identify the core values
and indigenous elements in each society.
Homogenization is not the answer, for plu-
ralism itself recognizes a plurality of means
to achieve the same ends. It is not people’s
choices that need to change, but rather the
ability of the institutions within societies
(government, law, the educational system)
to reflect and process those choices.21 The
chairwoman of the Commission on Gender
Equality in South Africa, Thenjiwe Mtintso,
in discussing how South Africa should deal
with religious, cultural, traditional, and 
customary practices that might conflict 
with women’s rights, agrees: “Of course you
can’t simply legislate against these things.
The challenge is how to change some of
these cultures and some practices which 
are supposedly our culture.”22 The U.S. 
State Department’s practice of including a
discussion of “societal attitudes” in every
country report in its annual assessment of
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international religious freedom, is a useful
first step.

“Indigenous” pluralism must first be 
encouraged to thrive. Too often, Western
advocates of human rights interpret plural-
ism to mean openness to foreign ideas and
groups. One of the great mistakes in recent
years in trying to promote greater religious
freedom in the countries of the former Sovi-
et Union, for example, was to focus almost
exclusively on the trials and tribulations of
foreign missionaries, as if this was the sine
qua non of the acceptance of pluralism. Of-
ten, local religious groups that lack foreign
sponsors have been ignored. Too often, plu-
ralism has been reduced to a model of “the
one native, indigenous group” coexisting
with foreign imports. Ironically, while most
of the debate about Russia’s 1997 law on re-
ligious freedom focused on its potentially
negative impact on the ability of American
Protestant groups to function in Russia,
among the first groups targeted under the
new legislation were dissident or breakaway
Russian Orthodox congregations and in-
digenous sectarians.23

We should draw a clear distinction be-
tween promoting pluralism and encourag-
ing the development of “open” societies.
Both, in the end, reinforce each other, but
the proper sequencing is essential. The nec-
essary first step, acceptance of diversity,
must come from within a society; it cannot
be imposed by outsiders. In this regard,
such religious pluralism as exists in Syria,
where various Muslim and Christian com-
munities coexist, or the attempts by re-
formists in Iran to encourage limited plural-
ism in the media, the political system, and
cultural life within an Islamic framework,
are positive developments that ought to be
encouraged.

Greater attention must also be paid to
the relationship between pluralism and tol-
erance. Without a broad-ranging societal 
acceptance of diversity, artificially encourag-
ing the expansion of pluralism is doomed to
failure. Some countries may need to place

certain limits on pluralism in order to pro-
mote tolerance. For example, in Kazakhstan
ethnically based political parties and move-
ments are banned—they can neither field
electoral candidates nor publish information
about themselves—a policy justified by the
delicate nature of interethnic relations in 
the republic. (The majority ethnic Russian
and ethnic Kazakh communities are nearly
equal. But there are also ethnic minorities—
Germans and Koreans, for example—whose
ancestors were deported to Kazakhstan by
Stalin. Moreover, the Russian population is
concentrated in the industrialized northern
areas, where there are significant resources.)
One wonders how the course of history
might have been changed if a similar ban
had been enforced in Bosnia during the
1990 elections.

In a number of multiconfessional soci-
eties such as Albania, Azerbaijan, or Tatar-
stan (in the Russian Federation), long-stand-
ing arrangements that facilitated peaceful
coexistence between Christians and Muslims
are being threatened by the arrival of West-
ern Protestant missionaries and Islamic ac-
tivists from the Persian Gulf and Pakistan.
Restrictions on proselytizing by foreign citi-
zens—measures already in place in Tatarstan
and Azerbaijan—have been justified on the
grounds of preserving intergroup harmony.
Indeed, bombing attacks directed against
two Christian churches (one Adventist and
one Russian Orthodox) on New Year’s Eve
2000 in the Tajik capital of Dushanbe (and
an earlier attack against a Korean Christian
mission) have been linked to Muslim stu-
dents who had taken offense at anti-Islamic
propaganda distributed by foreign mission-
aries who had no connection to the local
congregations that were attacked. Many
states—Canada, the Russian Federation,
Germany, and Romania among them—have
constitutional provisions limiting freedom
of expression and organization for groups 
espousing intolerance or national or reli-
gious hatred. The question of limiting and
managing pluralism in order to preserve 
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a tolerant society is rarely addressed by hu-
man rights advocates, however.

A Healthy Dose of Pragmatism
This leads one to conclude that, in the com-
ing years, a healthy degree of pragmatism
will be required in dealing with human
rights issues. Many of the main rallying
cries heard during the Cold War—that gov-
ernments permit “free and fair elections,” or
that basic guarantees for the freedom of the
press and religion be put in place—have
been or are now being achieved. The chal-
lenge now is how to assess whether the stan-
dard chosen by a country—especially if rati-
fied at the ballot box by the population—is
too restrictive of individual rights.

Iran defines its policies through the
prism of Islam. Mongolia has declared that
the state must respect the “dominating posi-
tion of Buddhism” and give “priority to the
unity of the Mongolian people and historic
traditions of our civilization” in formulating
policy.24 France resolutely maintains secular-
ism as the defining characteristic of French
(and European) society, which overrides pri-
vate religious concerns in the public sphere.

Increasingly, human rights concerns fo-
cus on the rights of minorities who seek to
deviate from the social mainstream—in reli-
gion, political philosophy, attitude toward
medicine, or lifestyle. In the end, not all in-
dividuals will be completely satisfied with
the society in which they live. Polygamists
in Utah and Arizona, for example, who be-
lieve that multiple wives are necessary to
their well-being might find it necessary 
to relocate to the Russian republic of In-
gushetiya, whose president, Ruslan Aushev,
promulgated a decree allowing male citizens
the right to enter into marriage with up to
four females who are not already married
and who consent to enter into such a rela-
tionship. Gays and lesbians in committed
relationships, however, may not find In-
gushetiya a welcoming place. In responding
to vocal Western criticism of his polygamy
decree as “uncivilized” and “barbaric,” 

Aushev shot back, “I too am against the
kind of civilization typical of the West
where homosexuality and lesbianism are 
legalized.”25

The United States is heir to a dual mis-
sionary tradition. The tradition manifests it-
self in a strain of political idealism that de-
sires the world to be remade in its own im-
age. But it also has a practical side: thou-
sands of American citizens live and work
overseas, trying to convert people to their
religious, political, or philosophical point 
of view—from Mormon missionaries in In-
dia to Southern Baptists in France to Scien-
tologists in Germany to Hare Krishna in
Ukraine. The challenge before policymakers
today is not to fall into the trap of identify-
ing international human rights with the
success of American missionary groups.•
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