
[image: image1.png]bec/conada
Spoinfo





Are Rights and responsibilities compatible ? 

By Cécile sabourin, professor, UQAT and coordinator of the Canada/Québec committee, Charter of Human responsibilities

Translation : Fabienne Preséntey, sociologue,  C/Q Committee, Charter of Human responsibilities 
There is no denying the fact that the usage of the word responsibility conceals many disturbing realities.  For instance, whenever our governments state that they are acting responsibly, as does our Harper government, it has become impossible to believe them. This isn't simply a coincidence!  We entrusted our governments with many formal responsibilities assuming that it was their role to provide for our well being. For the most part, our hopes have been dashed.

Political and economic elites have overtly practiced complicity.  Well implanted in the influential circles of power, right wing ideologies - neoliberal, conservative, neoconservative – impose their individualistic conception of responsibility. By doing so, decision makers have given themselves the power to avoid their responsibilities, while they keep assigning us what they believe to be our duties and obligations. To the detriment of a notion that encompasses, involvement, commitment, voluntary undertaking of responsibilities and willingness to participate in decision making processes, precedence has been given to the formal aspects of the notion, both legalistic and moralistic - authority, mandates, accountability, duty, obligation etc.
As citizens, should we give up attempting to take up the opportunity to define our own responsibilities and those of our leaders and representatives?  Should we and do we want to  “regiment” our society to the point that only our legal system can be counted upon to enforce our rights?

We address these issues, with the understanding that a culture of responsibility must be developed in order to empower citizen's to take back their democratic rights. We relate the issue of responsibility to the issue of rights and to the power of participating in global development and international movements for more accountability and responsibility.  

Are there rights without responsibilities?

Urgent solutions are required in order to deal with the environmental, social, financial and food supply crisis. The individuals and the organizations formally in authority are far from addressing them to the extent of our needs and expectations. The values of justice, equity, solidarity and peace are not generally those which orient the decisions having the most impact on the future of our world.  A hierarchical reorganization of our values is essential.

Basic human rights are flouted, land is exploited in complete disrespect for the inhabitants, the interests of the financial elites are prioritized and yet, national and international charters state the obligation that the signatories uphold fundamental human, political, social and economic rights.

Coming out of the Second World War, governments founded the United Nations (UN), whose Charter signed in 1945 by fifty countries, put forth the goals and means for assuring global peace and security, upholding the rights of all peoples, and international cooperation. In 1948, fifty-five states adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In 1975, Quebec adopted its Charter of Human Rights and Liberties and Canada adopted the Canadian Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms in 1982. 

Collectively, we have all the tools required to demand the respect of our rights. However our leaders and all people those working at diverse government and organizational levels seem unable to enforce the respect of basic human rights put forth in those charters and declarations. It has become obvious that the status quo and current measures are insufficient. 

It is within this context that was born the initiative to encourage, from the ground up, the emergence of a culture of responsibilities.  This approach was privileged in order to create a movement having the goal to build societies with  more justice, equity and solidarity and in consequence leading to the respect of human rights.

This is not a new idea since an abundance of voluntary initiatives  – declarations and charters emphasizing responsibility – already exist, even though we are still unable to ascertain their magnitude.  One such project is the Earth Charter
, conceived by decision makers who were convinced of the necessity to “ promote the transition to sustainable ways of living and a global society founded on a shared ethical framework that includes respect and care for the community of life, ecological integrity, universal human rights, respect for diversity, economic justice, democracy, and a culture of peace ”. Other initiatives emerged from associations and organizations who dealt with responsibilities within their sector of involvement: business, professional associations, etc.

Rights and responsibilities are the “two sides of the same coin”; the former will be respected only if governments, corporations, organizations and individuals feel concerned about what is going on around them and get involved in actions working towards better respect of both individual and collective rights. We speculate that the more we talk and discuss the reasons behind and the principles underlining  “taking responsibility” with regards to human beings, the nature and the planet, the more we will realize how important is the movement in construction  and more over be able to find ways to reinforce it.  

Taking back our collective power to participate in building our world

Despite all previous efforts, realizing conditions for a more just, equitable, peaceful and unified world remains an enormous challenge. The Charter of Human Responsibilities initiative
 intends to contribute through the development of a culture of responsibilities.

The originality of this initiative lies in the fact that it initiates the process from the “ground up”, starting from where each one of us is active, as citizen's, as constituents, as elected officials, workers, managers, mothers, fathers, and children – in other words, it starts off from all those places where are actions have an impact.  

The International steering committee and the members of the regional committees pursue their work confident that concrete action arises from reflection and discussion, and because participation is crucial to developing a culture of responsibilities. They collaborate in this initiative because they believe that societies can be considered democratic in as much as people, both at the individual and collective levels, are committed and involved as citizens.  As long as one of us refuses to assume their responsibilities – commensurate to their means – it is quite difficult to conceive of the possibility that more just, equitable, united and peaceful societies will be attained.

In order to counter today's growing sentiment of disempowerment and defeatism, giving a legitimate place to an authentic reconsideration of the issue of responsibility, cannot be ignored, particularly as it applies to political, economic and financial, social and community  leaders. This is particularly urgent in order to avoid the reinforcement of state controls as well as  the “cosmetic” changes that the political powers that be, resort to, as ways of dealing with the serious problems facing the planet. Empowerment implies undertaking our responsibilities, commensurate to our means and our position in society, which in turn transforms the nature of power relations. 

Taking part in a global movement

The Charter of Human Responsibilities initiative arose about twenty years ago, in response to the rather pessimistic assessment of the state of the planet, with the goal of countering the rampant powerlessness resulting from the inappropriate measures taken by the dominant classes in dealing with the major problems facing humanity.  Lead by the International Steering Committee, this initiative is present on every continent and is adapted to the contexts of the eighteen regional committees. 

The Charter itself is the outcome of many discussions, debates and translations.
. Constituted in the form of ten principles, it not only serves as a pre-text, implying that it has to be fine tuned, but also as a pretext for discussion leading to action on the issue of responsibility. The principles vary according to cultural criteria, contexts and sectors of human activity.  The « richness » of the movement, present on all continents, lies in the contextual adaptation resulting from diversity.
Those who participate in the project are deeply committed to the issues. We do not accept that elected officials, the right wing “eminences grises” and think tanks appropriate the right to subvert the discourse and confiscate the word RESPONSIBILITY. We are quite aware that many decision-makers are very comfortable with the idea of imposing to the civil society organizations as well as to citizens aiming at « another world » limited roles of followers or protesters. We reject the way in which the roles of decision-makers and the rest of civil society are set, in complete disregard of fundamental democratic values and of an equitable sharing of responsibilities both contingent on resources and between the collectivity and the individuals.

There is an ongoing discussion on the issue of the pertinence of the Charter of Human Responsibilities. The Charter, or an eventual international Declaration, constituting a third pillar
 would apply to all areas of human activity, acknowledging the necessary sharing of responsibilities proportionally to means.  In other words, it would instate “co-responsibility” as a goal to be reached. 

The Charter of Human Responsibilities initiative is an attempt to infuse new life into a vital need called for on many platforms. It is time that it becomes a rallying point fostering hope for the future.
� See in particular: charter of the earth(ground), http: // www.earthcharterinaction.org / contained/;  To Declaration of Human Responsibilities, proposed by the Interaction Council, in September 1st, 1997. Http: // www.interactioncouncil.org/


�	See the international and Québec/Canada  regional web sites: � HYPERLINK "http://www.charte-responsabilites-humaines.net/spip.php?page=sommaire&lang=fr"��http://www.charte-responsabilites-humaines.net/spip.php?page=sommaire&lang=fr� et � HYPERLINK "http://respoinfo.org/blogue/"��http://respoinfo.org/blogue/�


�	The current version, the adopted in 2007, is the fourth. The Charter was translated and adapted in several languages, offering every time the opportunity(occasion) to deepen(fathom) the sense(direction) of the concepts and to establish bridges(decks) between the cultures. Http: // www.charte-responsabilites-humaines.net / spip.php? Page=world*lang=fr.


�	 Added to the Charter of the United Nations and to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.









