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Cultural Diplomacy – an active agent for change 

to ensure good governance and respect for Human Rights 

 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Allow me in the first place to thank the Board of Directors of this Institute for Cultural 

Diplomacy for inviting me to participate in this year’s annual conference and to contribute 

to its main event theme of “Promoting Global Human Rights through Cultural Diplomacy”.   

 

I would like in particular to thank your Director General Mark Donfried, for his help, support 

and understanding to facilitate my visit and to make it possible for me to have the honour 

and privilege to address you on a topic which is to my mind, of vital importance.   

 

I need not remind you that the ultimate role of this Institute is to promote universal peace 

and stability by supporting and strengthening intercultural relations at all levels.  My short 

contribution will be focussed on the basic but all embracing level of good public 

administration and human rights.  I shall attempt to trace the added value that cultural 

diplomacy can and should have as an active agent in the promotion of good governance and 

the protection of fundamental rights.   

 

I have reflected on the four main themes of this Conference. I perceive that a common 

strand that binds them together is a real apprehension pervading the international 

community that the global order, which has been painstakingly built since the Second World 

War on the sound foundations of interdependence and globalisation, is being threatened.  

That global order was motivated by an impellent need and desire to avoid at all costs a 

recurrence of the ravages of that conflict.  Great strides forward have been achieved to 

build bridges, to establish new economic and social relations among nations based on 

cooperation, inspired by the principles of solidarity and subsidiarity in full respect of 

fundamental human rights.   

 

That international order, though by no means perfect, has been and still is of immense 

benefit to mankind. It was a direct result of cultural diplomacy in its many manifestations.  

The European Union itself is a classic example of what can be achieved through 

international dialogue and cooperation when there is consensus on what needs to be done 

and when objectives are rooted in sound, fundamental values.  It was the crowning 

achievement of years of intense and sustained cultural diplomacy by its visionary, founding 

fathers who forged a Union that has for decades ensured peace within its borders, 

progressively extended fundamental rights and liberties and achieved a measure of 

economic wellbeing that improved the quality of life of its citizens.   
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All this now appears to be threatened. The successful Brexit result, the surprising election of 

President Elect Donald Trump, to some extent the negative outcome of the Italian 

referendum, the resurgence of movements, that in varying degrees, are essentially 

expressions of pseudo nationalism and isolationism, as well as the newly found feeling that 

it would be better if a country goes it alone, could lead to a disintegration of the existing 

international global order.  If these movements gather momentum there is a real risk that 

Europe as we know it will break apart to move in a direction of competing nationalisms and 

populists’ divisiveness.   

 

Unfortunate developments that would not only negatively impact on global peace and 

stability, as is witnessed by the tragic happenings in Ukraine and Syria and the undermining 

of military alliances like NATO, but also and more importantly, provoke shocking violations 

of fundamental human rights as migratory movements from southern and eastern borders 

of the European Union reach biblical proportions.  The situation is even more alarming since 

these developments are not limited to the European Union and Europe.  They are 

manifesting themselves with the same intensity and vigour in other continents. 

 

I believe we are now realising that this could really happen.  The consequences of such an 

upheaval are unpredictable.  In such a scenario countries will tend to be solely motivated by 

national self-interest, with policy decisions taken and international cooperation extended 

only when and if they are advantageous to them.  A scenario which is not only undoubtedly 

retrograde but also potentially dangerous. 

 

In Malta that takes on the Presidency of the European Union next January the question is 

being asked whether democracy was to blame for the Brexit and Trump developments and 

the sharp rise in extreme right nationalism.  My answer is definitely and emphatically no. 

 

In healthy democracies it is our duty to respect, accept and implement the will of the 

electorate as expressed in fair and free elections or referenda.  Attempting to avoid or 

undermine the popular will would mean to negate the very basic principles of democracy 

which we profess and cherish. The intrinsic values of democracy are not to be confused or 

even gauged by the results that the democratic process provokes, however negative these 

might be.  These values have to be sustained and promoted notwithstanding that we are all 

sadly aware how many sins have been and are still being committed in the name of 

democracy.   

Unfortunately, history is replete with so many tragic examples.  It is the duty of each and 

every one of us to be vigilant and to strive actively to avoid at all costs a recurrence of such 

terrible events.  

 

Moreover, embracing and upholding essential democratic principles is not to be equated 

with any system of governance that one favours or promotes. We have to respect the 
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constitutional setup and system of government a country chooses for the management of 

its public affairs. Essentially what is required is that the political system allows for choosing 

and replacing the government through free and fair elections; is based on the active 

participation of its citizens in politics and civic life; fully protects human rights and liberties 

and ensures the rule of law in which all laws and procedures apply equally to all.  It must be 

accepted that if a country upholds these essential democratic principles it has to be 

recognised as a fully-fledged democracy whatever its constitutional setup.   

 

No country has the right to impose its system of government or model of democracy on any 

other country.  Systems of government are moulded by a nation’s social and economic 

history, its traditions, religious and cultural inspirations.   

 

The diversity of systems of government and the constitutional and legal framework that 

regulate them inevitably lead to different interpretations and sharply contrasting 

convictions on vital issues of good governance and fundamental rights.  There is often a lack 

of reciprocal understanding on these issues that can lead to sharp differences and conflicts, 

often due to a fundamentalist approach that a priori prevents the possibility of readily 

achieving a measure of consensus between deeply ingrained opinions. Fundamentalism is 

not limited to anyone ideology or creed. 

 

These considerations bring me to the conclusion that we might fast be approaching a 

situation where the world is being faced with a dual challenge to the promotion and 

protection of human rights globally.   

 

On the one hand, the pointers of political reality indicate that we cannot exclude that 

extreme nationalism and populism could take the upper hand through perfectly legitimate 

democratic processes.  Civil society and the body politic in every country need to brace 

themselves for such an eventuality, unpalatable as it might be.  There could be radical 

changes in systems of government as we know them, as governments return to power block 

politics that would lead to uncertainty and instability.   

 

On the other hand, the traditional contrasts and divisions that have existed for centuries 

among countries embracing different concepts of basic human rights, democracy and 

systems of government still persist and are even, in some countries, being accentuated by 

prevailing fundamentalism.   

 

In such a fluid, uncertain situation it is essential that the international community should 

have a common, fall-back position that would at least safeguard our cherished democratic 

values that ultimately guarantee good governance and respect for fundamental rights.  We 

need to ensure that the way of life we cherish, based on the sanctity and value of every 
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human person, will survive.  In such a scenario, the role of cultural diplomacy as an active 

agent to promote these values becomes vital.   

 

Whatever system of government countries choose to adopt, and whichever alliance they 

decide to create or join, it is imperative that basic democratic principles continue to be fully 

respected and fundamental rights guaranteed.  Cultural diplomacy promotes dialogue and 

understanding at all levels among countries to attempt to seek, iron out and achieve a 

common acceptable denominator to ensure that national and international politics remain 

at the service of the citizen. The human person and the protection of his/her rights and 

liberties should continue to be at the centre of all acts of good governance.        

 

A nation’s culture in its various manifestations revolves round its system of government and 

how this regulates the way of life of its citizens. It conditions the extent their human rights 

are recognised, promoted and protected.  Inherent in the nation’s culture is its level of 

awareness of democratic values, the extent to which it empowers its citizens to vindicate 

their right to ensure an open, transparent and accountable public administration.  A public 

administration that is just, equitable and fair, free from corrupt practices and improper 

discrimination.  An administration that recognises and applies the accepted rules of good 

administrative behaviour in full respect of the rule of law, administered by an independent 

judicial system.   

 

The role of cultural diplomacy should be to serve as a platform, both nationally and 

internationally, to promote these core values globally through the exchange of information 

and intense dialogue.  The aim should be to identify points of agreement and convergence, 

to promote understanding, even on vital issues that present sharply divergent views 

because of fundamentally different, social, cultural or religious backgrounds.   

 

Experience has shown that cultural diplomacy does indeed work when conducted 

objectively, persistently and in a spirit of mutual understanding and genuine cooperation.  It 

is most effective when the diplomatic exercise is undertaken on the basis of equality 

between the parties involved and when full trust has been established.  

 

To reap the best results there needs to be good will to appreciate opposing views and the 

reciprocal political will to adapt and change to conform to the common denominator 

identified as the minimum standard to ensure an acceptable democratic environment. An 

environment that sufficiently guarantees good governance in the management of public 

affairs and human rights. 

 

In my career as a Judge and Chief Justice and later on as Parliamentary Ombudsman I have 

had the good fortune to experience at first hand the positive results that cultural diplomacy 

can produce to advance the recognition of democratic principles that regulate good 
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governance and respect for human rights to the benefit of the common good and global 

peace and security.   

 

As a member of the Venice Commission for Democracy through Law of the Council of 

Europe for many years, I was privileged to form part of numerous teams of rapporteurs to 

assist newly emerging democracies in Eastern Europe in the drafting of Constitutions that 

ensure systems of government that guarantee their citizens’ democratic way of life, fully 

respecting fundamental freedoms within a legal order that guarantees a good public 

administration.  

 

Because of my legal background, I was directly involved in exchanges and discussions with 

the newly elected Eastern European governments, including Bulgaria, Romania, Ukraine, 

Hungary, and Albania, on how their judicial system needed to be reformed to ensure a fully 

independent and autonomous judiciary.  It was fascinating to see how frank and open 

dialogue, devoid of any partisan political agenda and solely focussing on what is right or 

wrong, swiftly produced the desired results.   

 

Another even more impressive, tangible example of cultural diplomacy at work as an active 

agent for the promotion of good governance and human rights is the Association of 

Mediterranean Ombudsmen set up in 2007 on the initiative of the then Mediateur de la 

Republique of France, the Defensor del Pueblo of Spain, the Diwan al Madhalim of Morocco. 

Malta is a founder member of this Association and participates fully in its activities.  The 

Association brings together the national ombudsmen, mediators, diwans and people’s 

defenders of practically all countries abutting on the Mediterranean littoral with the notable 

exception of Libya. 

 

In its mission statement the Association and its members undertake to promote and defend 

democracy, human rights and social peace around the Mediterranean region and to ensure 

compliance with national and international human rights laws including the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and the Rabat Declaration. 

 

The national authorities of its member countries are governed by different legal orders, 

have widely varying founding legislations and more importantly, function in jurisdictions 

that have achieved different levels of democratic development.  

 

It is noteworthy that these national authorities, entrusted by their respective Parliament to 

provide redress to citizens aggrieved through maladministration, abuse of power, improper 

discrimination and violations of human rights by public authorities, are faced with the same 

problems and challenges.  
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Through an exchange of information and intense dialogue, they strive to achieve consensus 

on a common approach to resolve issues on which they have deeply varying opinions, not 

only on matters of good governance but also and more importantly on more essential 

questions like the extent of democracy and the limits of fundamental human rights.  

 

During my many years of participation in the activities of this Association it became 

abundantly clear to me that education was perhaps the best tool at the disposal of cultural 

diplomacy to help achieve its ends. Education is a formidable means to advance greater 

cultural dialogue, understanding and trust in order to avoid international escalation. Cultural 

diplomacy should endeavour to identify areas where education is required at different 

levels in sensitive areas that could potentially provoke social and political confrontation.   

 

Undoubtedly one such area is that relating to the workings of democratic institutions 

ensuring good governance through the observance of the codes of good public 

administration and full respect for fundamental rights.  An area that falls within the 

jurisdiction of national ombudsman who are entrusted to act as a watchdog against 

maladministration and abuse of power.   

 

*** 

This Institute that hosts this meeting is itself a manifestation that cultural diplomacy is best 

served by initiatives to promote education and learning, that raise awareness and support 

for global human rights, including the fundamental right to a good public administration.  

The success of your Institute should encourage us to seek to promote other similar 

initiatives that would further peace and security in other regions through an improvement 

of the democratic environment of countries and the quality of life of their citizens. 

 

Thank You.  


