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Preface

The political rhetoric of ‘culture’ confronts us each time we open a
newspaper, or turn on the television or radio. For example, in autumn
1999 international media carried the story of a treaty successfully
negotiated between the Canadian Parliament and the Nisga’a people,
granting the latter land, access to natural resources and self-government.
In that same period, a British Airways inflight magazine carried a colour
spread on the Sorbs, ‘the forgotten people’, ‘one of the smallest races in
Europe’ and survivors of ‘1300 years of oppression’. The Sorbs were
reported to have brought a case before the European Commission of
Human Rights concerning the actions of a mining company which
threatened to displace them and irreversably alter their distinctive way
of life. These are just two random illustrations of a rhetoric which is
specific to our times and in which culture is presented as an object of
rights.

In the hope of grappling with the motives and consequences of claims
to culture in the language of rights, in July 1997 we organised the Sussex
Workshop on Culture and Rights’, in Brighton. The workshop brought
together an international and interdisciplinary group of scholars (from
anthropology, sociology, law, social and political theory, and feminist
studies) with the aim of developing a rich and conceptually useful
understanding of contemporary rights struggles. We are grateful to the
participants of the workshop for their sharp but generous critical
engagement and for their help in formulating meaningful questions (as
much as answers) about this still underexamined conjunction. The
stimulating discussions held at the workshop helped to define the
agenda for the present book. Apart from the five participants whose
work is included in this book, we acknowledge the participation and
contributions of Peter Fitzpatrick, Vivien Hart, Jane Hindley, Neil
Stammers, Ann Whitehead and Nira Yuval-Davis.

We also thank Jan Brogden, Peter Leutchford, Davide Pero and Betta
Zontini, who assisted in the organisation and the smooth running of the
workshop. We acknowledge the financial support provided for the work-
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Xiv Preface

shop and the editorial process by a University of Sussex Research
Development Grant. Jessica Kuper’s enthusiasm for the project since its
inception oiled the wheels for us at Cambridge University Press, and we
have appreciated her support through the publication process. We are
grateful to David Sutton for comments on the introduction, and to two
anonymous readers for the Press, whose penetrating comments on the
whole manuscript vastly improved the final text. Lysbeth Gehrels, our
editorial assistant, was highly organised and a marvellous copy-editor,
and her calm efficiency considerably eased the tensions of the hectic
final stages. We thank all the contributors for submitting graciously to
our demands for multiple revisions. During this exciting and rewarding
project, we learned much from them and from each other, not only
about culture and rights, but also about cooperation and complemen-
tarity in joint intellectual labour.

JANE K. COWAN, MARIE-BENEDICTE DEMBOUR
AND RICHARD A. WILSON
April 2000

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521793394
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

