
UNESCO CONVENTION ON CULTURAL DIVERSITY 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is 
developing an international convention on cultural diversity.  In 2001, the Member States of 
UNESCO adopted a “Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity,” which emphasizes the 
principles of pluralism, respect for human rights, promotion of creativity, and international 
solidarity.  In an effort to expand upon the Universal Declaration, the General Assembly 
decided that “the question of cultural diversity as regards the protection of the diversity of 
cultural contents and artistic expression should be the subject of an international convention.”  
The Assembly invited UNESCO’s Director General to submit to the General Assembly in 2005 
a preliminary report setting out the situation to be regulated and the possible scope of the 
regulating action proposed, accompanied by a preliminary draft of a convention.   
 
 In September, the United States, as a Member State of UNESCO, participated in an 
intergovernmental meeting to discuss general issues regarding a possible convention and to 
review a draft document.  Louise Oliver, US Ambassador to UNESCO, Dr. Robert Martin, 
Director of IMLS, and Dana Gioia, Chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts led the 
U.S. delegation.  A drafting committee is now charged with the production of a new document 
based on comments received from UNESCO’s Member States.  As conveyed in the U.S. 
Principles delineated below, the U.S. Government supports a UNESCO convention on cultural 
diversity that will expand cultural liberty, without limiting individual choices or stifling 
creativity and cultural development. 
 

U.S. PRINCIPLES 
 
Democracy and cultural liberty are vital parts of human development.  Cultural diversity 
flourishes when people are free to make their own choices, including both the choice to 
preserve traditional values and practices and the choice to pursue new and untried cultural and 
expressive directions.  The role of the state in this enterprise is to provide a nurturing 
framework that promotes and preserves cultures, but does not command or direct their 
development, nor the choices of individuals. 
 
Human rights and cultural liberty are linked.  Policies that deny individuals equality of 
opportunity or violate human rights diminish the capacity for sustainable cultural and 
economic development. 
 
Culture resides within people and it is therefore migratory and dynamic.  While often rooted in 
community and place, culture is not constrained by political or geographic boundaries.  
Cultural diversity is fostered by freedom of choice and is maintained through human thought, 
word, and deed. 
 
Cultural diversity will not be either preserved or promoted by policies that seek merely to 
endorse inherited traditions.  In order to thrive, cultures must be dynamic, allowed to change 



according to the will of individuals making independent choices about what is of value and 
what they wish to produce, see, hear or otherwise enjoy. 
 
Goods and services with substantial cultural elements are not the same as culture.  
Commodities may represent the products of cultural activity, but they are not the source of 
cultural dynamism.  A single-minded focus on goods and services runs the risk of ignoring the 
array of conditions that encourage diversity and development and marginalizing the variety of 
cultural activities and institutions that do not lend themselves to commercialization. 
 
The cultural ecology includes the commercial, the not-for-profit (civil society), and the 
informal or unincorporated segments of society.  By far, most cultural activity occurs locally in 
the informal realm and thus diversity is most effectively sustained at the grassroots level. 
 
Intangible and tangible cultural heritage are transmitted from generation to generation and are 
constantly recreated by communities and groups in response to their environment and their 
circumstances.  Education about diverse cultural traditions and stewardship of heritage gives 
individuals and groups a foundation for the exercise of creativity and imagination, if it is 
provided in a climate of freedom, tolerance, and mutual respect. 
 
New communication technologies and expanded access to long-distance transportation offer 
enhanced opportunities for cultural contact and information exchange.  By the same token, care 
must be taken that there is awareness about and appreciation of cultural differences.  Individual 
rights and responsibilities as they apply to cultural expressions and knowledge are increasingly 
critical to global understanding and cooperation. 
 
Mounting trade barriers, including efforts to prevent the free flow of investment and 
knowledge, is not a valid way to promote cultural liberty or diversity since such measures 
reduce choices.  Our efforts must focus on finding ways for individuals and cultures to take 
advantage of the opportunities for cultural interaction and development created by 
globalization as well as to address the challenges it creates.   
 
Support -- whether national, regional, or local and whether public or private – to cultural 
institutions can expand choices and promote diversity.  Diversity is best served by multi-
faceted and multi-level strategies of support and is most effectively realized through programs 
rather than policy.  Many types of support are consistent with international obligations. 
 
To truly foster cultural diversity and to promote the free flow of ideas and images, a 
convention on cultural diversity should build on the strength and flexibility of international 
agreements to accommodate national policies promoting cultural diversity, strengthen 
international cooperation and information exchange, and promote ways in which cultural 
expression and diversity can promote economic development. 
 
A convention aimed at “rebalancing” or controlling cultural and artistic expressions is not 
consistent with respect for human rights or the free flow of information. 
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