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ABSTRACT

The universality of human rights and the right to cultural participation, particularly within the context of cultural diversity, are
relatively modern concepts that have attracted global attention since the second half of the twentieth century, following the
adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. This issue has consistently been emphasized—and at times
contested—in the fields of policymaking, theoretical discourse, and international judicial practice. In reconsidering individuals’
right to participate in the cultural life of society, it is first necessary to clarify the concept of the universality of human rights,
since human rights, especially in the era of globalization, require respect for individuals’ cultural rights regardless of ethnicity,
language, or race, and there is no fundamental dispute concerning their normative acceptance. The principal challenge, however,
lies in the practical implementation of these rights by states, where respect for human and cultural rights, despite theoretical
recognition, encounters serious obstacles due to political conflicts and divergent interpretations of law and humanity, and in
some instances even shows signs of regression. This article examines the legislative and executive challenges associated with the
right to cultural participation in social life at both national and international levels through analysis of international instruments
and domestic regulations. Although the findings indicate weaknesses in the practical observance of cultural rights and
participation in cultural life, no significant legislative gap appears to exist. Overall, the right to cultural participation may be
regarded as one of the fundamental pillars of human rights, which, under contemporary global approaches, is increasingly being
redefined, revitalized, and strengthened.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
The discourse on the universality of human rights and the right to participate in the cultural life of

society has emerged as one of the central normative debates of contemporary international law,
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particularly after the consolidation of modern human rights regimes in the second half of the
twentieth century. The recognition of human dignity as a universal legal and moral foundation
transformed the understanding of cultural rights from peripheral social claims into integral
components of the human rights system. The expansion of globalization intensified interactions
among cultures, raising complex questions concerning whether universal human rights standards
could coexist with cultural diversity without imposing hegemonic models of cultural uniformity.
Within this intellectual framework, cultural participation is conceptualized not merely as access to
artistic or cultural products but as an active process through which individuals and communities
shape identity, transmit heritage, and engage in collective meaning-making. Contemporary debates
reveal four dominant approaches: absolute universalism, cultural relativism, nationalist resistance
to international norms, and dialogical universalism that accepts shared principles while
acknowledging cultural plurality. These theoretical tensions have elevated cultural rights to a critical
intersection between law, politics, and social justice, demonstrating that recognition of cultural
diversity is not antithetical to universality but rather constitutes a condition for its realization.
International human rights instruments increasingly interpret cultural participation as inseparable
from equality, non-discrimination, and social inclusion, thereby positioning culture as both a right
and a medium through which other rights are exercised. The evolution of cultural rights illustrates
how the universality of human rights depends on the capacity of legal systems to accommodate plural
identities while preserving shared normative commitments, a dynamic extensively analyzed within
international human rights doctrine (Eide & Krause, 2001).

The right to participate in cultural life gains particular significance when examined through the
experiences of minorities and indigenous peoples whose cultural survival often depends on legal
recognition and institutional protection. Global linguistic and cultural diversity faces unprecedented
threats, with projections indicating that a substantial proportion of the world’s languages may
disappear within the coming century, reflecting broader patterns of cultural marginalization and
structural inequality affecting nearly one-seventh of the global population (Karami, 2014). Cultural
membership today represents a multilayered phenomenon shaped by migration, education, and
transnational interaction rather than isolated traditional communities, demonstrating that cultures
continuously influence and transform one another through cooperation, conflict, adaptation, and
integration (Goodarzi, 2012). International practice increasingly acknowledges that historical
injustices against indigenous peoples require not only formal recognition but also restorative
measures, including truth-seeking mechanisms, official apologies, and preservation of ancestral
lands and cultural heritage, exemplified by state acknowledgments of past harms toward indigenous
communities (Stamatopoulou, 2013). The protection of cultural identity serves broader societal
interests because culture constitutes the framework through which individuals interpret values,
construct social belonging, and participate meaningfully in collective life. Consequently,
safeguarding cultural participation contributes simultaneously to historical justice, social cohesion,
and the preservation of humanity’s shared heritage. International conferences addressing racism
and discrimination have further emphasized cultural rights as implicit yet indispensable components
of human rights policymaking, even when not explicitly labeled as such (Azizi, 2010). Modern human
rights law therefore increasingly justifies the protection of collective cultural rights alongside
individual freedoms, recognizing that cultural destruction through forced assimilation,
displacement, or systemic discrimination contradicts contemporary legal and ethical norms. The
evolving recognition of indigenous self-identification, cultural autonomy, and participatory
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governance reflects an emerging consensus that cultural participation must operate at both
individual and collective levels to achieve substantive equality (Shaheed, 2010).

Beyond indigenous contexts, the right to cultural participation encompasses ideological, religious,
and migrant minorities whose cultural expression is frequently constrained by ambiguities in legal
protection. International human rights instruments historically focused on individual rights rather
than collective minority identities, leaving cultural participation partially dependent on general
human rights guarantees rather than specialized norms (CESCRs, 1992). Subsequent interpretive
developments, particularly the adoption of General Comments clarifying Article 15 of the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, introduced a multicultural
understanding of culture and clarified state obligations regarding respect, protection, and fulfillment
of cultural rights. These obligations require states not only to refrain from interference but also to
adopt proactive legislative, administrative, and educational measures promoting linguistic diversity,
cultural associations, and minority media representation. Central to this framework is the principle
that individuals must retain full autonomy in deciding whether to participate in cultural traditions,
ensuring that cultural affiliation remains voluntary rather than coercive (Shaheed, 2015).
Contemporary globalization and media dominance have simultaneously created opportunities for
intercultural exchange and risks of cultural homogenization, prompting UNESCO initiatives aimed
at preserving cultural diversity and ensuring equitable access to artistic expression, scientific
knowledge, and digital culture (Nourian & Adineh, 2017). The challenge of cultural participation also
intersects with debates on citizenship and migration, where supranational theories increasingly
argue that residence rather than nationality should determine access to cultural rights, thereby
expanding inclusion within plural societies. Political structures and ideological conditions can
further influence cultural participation by fostering apolitical disengagement or limiting public
involvement in cultural and civic life, illustrating how cultural rights remain deeply connected to
broader political and philosophical conceptions of human agency and social belonging (Maffettone,
2000; Salehi Amiri, 2013).

International legal frameworks have progressively articulated cultural participation as a core
entitlement through a dense network of treaties, declarations, and institutional practices. Article 277
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 15 of the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights explicitly recognize participation in cultural life, enjoyment of
scientific progress, and protection of authors’ moral and material interests as fundamental rights.
Complementary provisions within conventions addressing racial discrimination, children’s rights,
minority protections, migrant workers, and regional human rights systems collectively establish a
normative architecture linking cultural participation with equality before the law and access to public
cultural institutions. Although the international system initially lacked a comprehensive theoretical
definition of cultural rights, their gradual recognition through interpretive practice reflects an
inductive process in which specific obligations accumulate to form a coherent legal category. This
evolutionary approach highlights the need for developing countries to engage actively in norm-
creation processes to ensure that international standards reflect diverse cultural realities rather than
unilateral models of development (Saffarinia, 2016). Cultural rights operate as foundational
conditions enabling the realization of other human rights because freedom of expression, education,
scientific inquiry, and social participation all depend on access to cultural resources and recognition
of cultural identity. The interdependence of rights demonstrates that cultural participation is not an
isolated entitlement but a structural dimension of human dignity itself, reinforcing the argument
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that cultural rights constitute the primary environment within which the broader human rights
system functions (Eide & Krause, 2001).

The normative structure of cultural rights encompasses several interrelated elements. First,
individuals possess the freedom to participate actively—or to abstain—from cultural life according to
personal choice, reflecting respect for autonomy and diversity. Second, access to cultural goods,
institutions, and creative processes must be guaranteed without discrimination, ensuring that
culture remains publicly available rather than restricted to privileged groups. Third, individuals and
communities have the right to contribute to the development and direction of cultural life,
transforming culture from a static heritage into a participatory social process. Additional
components include the right to benefit from scientific advancement, protection of intellectual and
artistic creation, freedom of scientific research, and access to education as a lifelong process
facilitating cultural transmission and innovation. International monitoring bodies emphasize that
states must allocate adequate financial resources, adopt inclusive policies, and promote international
cooperation in cultural and scientific exchange to fulfill these obligations effectively. The integration
of minority protections, indigenous rights instruments, and migrant worker conventions further
demonstrates that cultural participation extends across social categories, reinforcing equality while
accommodating plural identities. Nevertheless, tensions may arise between individual and collective
cultural claims, particularly in contexts where globalization pressures threaten traditional practices
or where cultural norms conflict with universally recognized human rights standards. Addressing
these tensions requires balanced policymaking that preserves cultural diversity while safeguarding
fundamental freedoms, thereby preventing both cultural homogenization and extreme relativism
within international law (Eide & Krause, 2001).

The study concludes that the relationship between the universality of human rights and the right to
participate in cultural life represents a dynamic and evolving legal paradigm shaped by globalization,
diversity, and political transformation. Cultural participation emerges as both a universal
entitlement and a context-dependent practice requiring continuous dialogue among civilizations,
legal systems, and social actors. Effective realization of cultural rights depends not solely on formal
legislative recognition but on genuine implementation, institutional commitment, and inclusive
governance capable of translating normative principles into lived social realities. The analysis
demonstrates that universality does not negate cultural diversity; rather, the legitimacy of universal
human rights derives precisely from their capacity to accommodate multiple cultural expressions
while maintaining shared standards of dignity and equality. Ensuring meaningful cultural
participation therefore requires strengthening democratic participation, reducing ideological
exclusion, fostering intercultural dialogue, and promoting equitable access to cultural resources at
national and international levels. Ultimately, the protection of cultural participation reinforces social
cohesion, advances justice, and sustains humanity’s collective heritage, confirming its position as
one of the essential pillars of contemporary human rights thought.
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