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Is cross-cultural criticism possible? This question is
important, since, if such cross-cultural assessment is

not possible, then development ethics, which applies
ethical reflection to the ends and means of develop-
ment, could only be used by citizens of a given country
to think critically about their own country’s develop-
ment goals and strategies. By contrast, if cross-cultural
communication is possible, then everyone—citizens of a
nation, as well as its allies, friends, and foes—can
understand and evaluate social change. Non-Iraqis
could weigh in on whether democracy is good for Iraq
and how it should be promoted. Non-Americans
would not be out of place in assessing US treatment of
prisoners at home or abroad. It would not be illegiti-
mate for international aid organizations to assess a
poor nation’s efforts to reduce deprivation and expand
opportunity.

The Ethnocentric Challenge and Three
Responses

The question of cross-cultural communication is usu-
ally framed as part of the ethnocentrism/anti-ethnocen-
trism controversy. It is widely believed, especially by
those living in rich and powerful countries, that appro-
priate development models, policies, and projects
should reflect the North American, or Western, devel-
opment experience. This belief increasingly is seen,
especially by those living in “developing countries,” as
ethnocentrism. Here “ethnocentrism” means two
things. First, Northern/Western ethnocentrists employ
their own cultural norms in evaluating foreign practices.
Second, these ethnocentrists employ their standards to
make invidious comparisons between their countries’
“successes” and the “failures” of so-called backward
countries. When the ethicist comes from the rich North
or West, she is likely to judge “Third World” develop-
ment in terms of her own societal norms and to propose
development goals and strategies to help “them”
become like “us.” This practice of ethnocentricism is
countered by three types of arguments.

The particularist anti-ethnocentrist. Particularist
anti-ethnocentrism rejects the exportation of foreign
development models and practices; this view also
sometimes repudiates the very idea of development.
According to this perspective, each “developing” soci-
ety or region should define desirable social change
according to its own (and only its own) standards and
traditions. A foreign development ethicist would have
a role in another culture’s debate only if she embraces
local standards or if there were some overlap in the 
traditions of the two countries. Sometimes this kind of
anti-ethnocentrism is supported on nationalistic
grounds; sometimes it relies on thin universal moral
grounds: each society has the right to determine its
own path—free from foreign influence, let alone eco-
nomic domination or military intervention. The more
strident versions of this position are explicitly sepa-
ratist: foreigners are not welcome in the society’s
debate about its development path.

Much of this view deserves thoughtful considera-
tion. Within limits, group self-determination should be
respected. It does not follow, however, that foreigners,
even from the North or West, cannot play a positive

role in another region’s development dialogue.
Moreover, the issue is not that of foreigner versus
native. Some foreigners are more a part of the “alien”
society than are some of that society’s own members,
and certainly there are morally significant distinctions
to be made among the society’s own members.

The universalist anti-ethnocentrist. Universalist
anti-ethnocentrism, a second response to ethnocen-
trism, seeks to get beyond all cultural bias, regardless
whether it is of the North/South or First World/Third
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World varieties. Instead, the universalist anti-ethno-
centrist ascends to an ahistorical, transcendent
Archimedean point to argue for the existence of the
timeless Truth about desirable social change, which
can be discerned (or constructed) and then applied to
societies at different stages of the one development
path. According to this view, ethnocentrism can be
reduced, if not eliminated, by replacing cultural bias
with impartial Reason. Common to these universalist
approaches is the belief that the Truth transcends
human history or is deeply rooted in knowledge of the
essential aspects of human nature. Rational investiga-
tors can get outside all development vocabularies,
compare them with (or construct) the Truth, and ratio-
nally select the vocabulary that matches—or at least
best approximates—the universal, transcultural Truth
about what development should be. Foreigners are on
an equal footing with compatriots if and when they
equally transcend their cultural identity. Truth, thus, is
nation-blind and culture-blind, and it is equally open
to those culture-transcending and knowing minds that
are in touch with the Truth “out there” or “in here.”

The trouble with the universalist critique of ethno-
centrism is that arguably universalism (1) cannot,
except by begging the question, establish itself or any
non-vacuous truth; (2) provides no conclusive means
of deciding among candidates for the “True” develop-
ment model; and (3) opens the door to domination of
others by those who think they possess the Truth.

The anti anti-ethnocentrist. Finally, anti anti-ethno-
centrism bites the bullet and both rejects universalism’s
pretensions and affirms that ethnocentrism is desirable
as well as unavoidable. The philosopher Richard Rorty,
for example, contends that we cannot but evaluate by

our own standards and make invidious comparisons
between our society and others. And even if we could
avoid comparison by our own standards, we shouldn’t.
Foreign development ethicists should be loyal to their
own communities and moral traditions. A more ambi-
tious form of anti anti-ethnocentrism affirms that “our”
ethics—where “our” refers to “we relatively rich, liberal
North Americans and Europeans”—is an ethic with
global pretensions. Loyalty to our historical community
(rather than to ahistorical Reason) requires that this
society’s development ethic be spread to—if not
imposed on—other cultures.

This sophisticated endorsement of ethnocentrism
has much to recommend it. It rightly gives up on ahis-

torical grounding and recognizes that we cannot avoid
evaluation using our own cultural norms. But it goes
too far (or in the wrong direction) in making histori-
cally-grounded evaluation impervious to change and
in assuming the inevitability of invidious comparison
in favor of one’s own society. Finally, in this interpreta-
tion, one finds little hope that a development ethicist
from a “developed” society would ever be convinced
that a “developing” society offers some progressive
ideas for the ethicist’s own society.

Each of the three responses to ethnocentrism in
development ethics has merits and deficiencies.
However, rather than trying to devise an eclectic or
mediating position that retains each position’s
strengths while avoiding its weaknesses, the issue of
cross-cultural communication and development ethics
can be recast.

Insiders and Outsiders
Instead of focusing on the role of foreigners in a

country’s development debate, let us reframe the issue
and distinguish between social insiders and social out-
siders. Both terms refer to persons in relation to other
persons or to groups rather than to persons as unre-
lated individuals. An insider is one who is recognized
or accepted, by herself and the other group members,
as belonging to the group. One is so identified on the
basis of such elements as shared beliefs, desires, mem-
ories, and hopes. Accordingly, one is an outsider with
respect to a group just in case she is not counted—by
herself or the group members—as belonging to the
group, due to lack of shared beliefs, memories, hopes,
and so forth. This insider/outsider distinction also
applies to situations as well as to groups. Some people,
for example, feel “at home” in villages but alien in a
megacity. It is important to underscore that the
insider/outsider distinction does not coincide with the
distinction of native/foreigner or citizen/foreigner. On
the one hand, one can be outside the group formally
but really be an insider, for example, a long-time resi-
dent “alien” who is considered by all to be a good
American. On the other hand, the newly naturalized
citizen may not (yet) be an insider in her new country.

We are all insiders and outsiders in a multitude of
ways in relation to various groups, societies, and situ-
ations. Even within the same group, a person can be
both an insider and an outsider insofar as that person
identifies herself with only some of the groups’s values
and practices; she may feel ambiguous about a value,
practice, or belief. The insider/outsider distinction is
better understood as a continuum or as lying in a
spectrum rather than as a rigid dichotomy whose cate-
gories are permanently established and mutually
exclusive. Time spent in another country can make
one less an outsider to the “adopted” country; some-
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times one becomes more an outsider to one’s own
country as one takes on some of the commitments of
the adopted country and slowly extinguishes values
of one’s home country. Pure cases of being an insider
could be construed only as a hypothetical, because the
groups with which we identify have diverse and often
antagonistic factions that pull us in different direc-
tions. Salman Rushdie, the beleaguered Indian novel-
ist who has lived for many years in London, observes
such polychromatic mixtures in Indian immigrants
living in London’s Brick Lane:

The thing you have to understand about a neighborhood like
this . . . is that when people board an Air India jet and come
halfway across the planet, they don’t just bring their suitcases.
They bring everything. And even as they reinvent themselves
in the new city—which is what they do—there remain these
old selves, old traditions erased in part but not fully. So what
you get are these fragmented, multifaceted, multicultural
selves. And this can lead to such strange things. . . . You will
find teen-age girls in the neighborhood who in many ways are
London kids: Levi 501s, Madonna T-shirts, spiky hair. They
might actually have been born here in London. And yet you
may find among them a willingness, and eagerness in some
cases, to have an arranged marriage. An arranged marriage. Or
this story: In this very neighborhood, it was early in the 1980’s.
A Pakistani father stabbed and murdered his daughter, his
only child, because he heard she made love to a white boy.
Which turned out not to be true, but that is not my point: My
point is that he had brought with him this idea of honor and
shame. And when I wrote about this later, I said that although
I was obviously appalled—I mean, what can be more awful
than murdering your own child?—I understood what had
motivated him. I am a first-generation immigrant from that
part of the world. I know how you can be here, and, in a way,
still be there.

One’s status as an insider or outsider is fluid. A per-
son may find himself thinking more like a member of
one group and less like a member of another. Choice is
also a possible factor. An immigrant or exile commonly
“reinvents” herself, consciously taking on some of the
values of the new homeland without giving up insider
status in the old country. Refugees and immigrants
often resist complete identification with the “host”
country in order to retain some of the beliefs, practices,
and insider views of the homeland. An ex-patriot 
typically takes on the values of a new homeland, while
working consciously to give up his insider status in his
country of origin. 

Insider Development Ethics
How should we evaluate insider versus outsider sta-

tus as they apply to cross-cultural communication and
development ethics? One finds distinctive benefits and
harms, opportunities and temptations, advantages and
disadvantages related to either status. Groups are of
varying size and scales of importance in development.
One can be part of a local neighborhood, as well as
larger groups—such as a social class, ethnic group, an
entire culture—and right up to membership in the

“global community.” One also finds the possibility for
both good and evil, depending on the moral character
and relative power of the groups from which one comes
and to which one goes. Certainly, to be outside a despi-
cable group and inside an admirable group is morally
desirable; a move in the opposite direction is not.

With respect to any of these groups, one must ask
the crucial question: What opportunities and dangers
does an insider face by virtue of being an insider? The
development ethicist who is an insider enjoys at least
three distinct advantages. First, because the insider
development ethicist shares in the community’s vocab-
ulary, practices, possibly in its ideals, the insider can
understand and appreciate nuance in meaning and dif-
ferences among values within the community. This
advantage is particularly important insofar as the ethi-
cist is committed to an ethics that takes into account
and contributes to the community’s aspirations and
beliefs. As part of the “we,” the insider-ethicist also has
the capacity not only to understand but also to make
herself understood as a conversation partner in the
group’s dialogue about its identity. Because develop-
ment ethics should be done in a contextually sensitive
way, with an understanding not just of actual facts, but
also of interpreted meanings and shared values, an
outsider might entirely miss the real meaning of a past
event, present policy, or future option. Consequently,
any ethical evaluation might be flawed, or completely
off the mark.

Second, in addition to knowing the “interpreted”
facts, the insider-ethicist’s moral judgments about the
community’s past, present, and future will be in terms

accessible to the community in question. It will not
always be clear which norm to appeal to, and some-
times two communal norms will be in tension or con-
flict. But the insider-ethicist has an advantage over the
outsider because the insider can more easily appeal to
a presumed set of moral assumptions, even when that
set involves ambiguity and inconsistency. An ethicist
growing up in a society priding itself on progress
toward racial equality may realize how deeply reso-
nant are her condemnations of current racial discrimi-
nation (even though some defended it by appeal to the
value of liberty). Iraqi victims of torture at the hands of
US military or civilians know better than their
American abusers how humiliating it is to be paraded
nude, especially in front of women.
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Third, insider standing confers to the ethicist a prima
facie right to criticize the group’s development path,
identify costs and benefits of current development strat-
egy, and recommend what he or she considers better
alternatives for the future. This “right to evaluate” is
based not only on the insider’s contribution to the group
but also on the likelihood that the insider knows the
facts, as interpreted by the group, the values that inform
the group, and the desires that its members express.

But insiders also face definite disadvantages and
dangers. An insider may be oblivious to constitutive
meanings in her community precisely because they are
so omnipresent. Like a fish unaware of the water in
which it continually swims, the insider may be too
close to get things into the focus requisite for ethical
assessment.

Further, depending on the purity and exclusivity of
their inside status, insider-ethicists are more or less
limited to the vocabularies and notions of value under-
stood by their group. To become an insider in a group,
particularly when the group is a “melting pot,” may
require giving up alternative perspectives and becom-
ing an outsider to one’s former allegiances. This has
costs both for the group and the ethicist. The group
may desperately need new ideas to replace stale ones
that exist only because of dogmatic preservation. The

ethicist may find herself confined to and even trapped
in familiar and conventional concepts—unable to
expand the horizons of the possible and desirable. The
insider-ethicist may purchase “relevance” at the price
of needed novelty. The danger is that the insider will
give the community comforting reassurances about
past achievements rather than imaginative challenges
for future greatness.

Insiders face a final limitation and related risk. To
be an insider is to live in the midst of loyalties, debts,
favors, obligation, promises—things which the
insider owes to others and which she is owed. Such
debts may be compromising or corrupting. Although
group membership might give one the right to criti-
cize and propose alternatives, loyalties and debts to
co-members may inhibit the exercise of responsibili-
ties. In such cases the temptation may be too great; it
may be too much to expect insiders to be sufficiently
and properly impartial. In contrast, the outsider may
be able to say what the group needs to hear, but none
of the members dare say.

Outsider Development Ethics
Like insiders, outsiders face certain liabilities and

temptations, as well as enjoy advantages and opportu-
nities. Often outsiders are ignorant about what is going
on in the group—what things mean—and about the
group’s normative resources. The third world is lit-
tered with development models, policies, and projects
invented by societal outsiders and properly aban-
doned by societal insiders. Second, while the insider-
ethicist is usually accorded the right to evaluate
present structures and future options, doors are often
closed to the outsider-ethicist, especially when this
outsider comes from a “developed” and powerful
group. If the group’s development debate is about its
own identity, only members of the group may be
viewed as having a right to participate—especially if
outsiders come from a dominating or occupying
group.

Commonly enough, when an outsider-ethicist is
invited to speak to a community’s development needs,
then the outsider-ethicist typically takes on the role of
expert. Particularly when she is from a rich and power-
ful area or group, she tends to give her own ideas more
weight than they deserve or, worse, to assume that her
ideas are more worthy than those of the weak, “under-
developed,” or traditional insider. Similarly, the ethi-
cist inside a peripheral group might tend to respond to
the outsider’s ethics by giving that ethical view more
weight than it merits and even by assuming that ethi-
cal stance is correct. These dangers are all the more
pronounced when outsider proposals are accompanied
by economic inducements or stipulations, or when
there exist strong traditions of host hospitality. The

outsider-ethicist from the “developed” area or group
runs serious risk of having undue influence and exert-
ing subtle coercion; the insider-ethicist from the “less
developed” periphery runs the contrary risk of being
insufficiently self-reliant and bold.

Outsiders can also err in the opposite direction. The
outsider-ethicist, aware of his or her own nation’s his-
tory of cultural imperialism, may refrain from nega-
tive evaluations in favor of fawning approval of the
host group’s norms and practices. It is tempting to
slide from an affirmation of the insider’s right of self-
determination to the view that the insider cannot make
mistakes, and is somehow more inherently “good” or
“pure” in motive or action.
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Although outsiders are challenged by distinctive
disadvantages and temptations, they have the oppor-
tunity to make real and positive contributions to an
alien group. Outsider-ethicist strengths are the mirror
image of insider-ethicist weaknesses. The outsider-
ethicist may see and reveal things that an insider
misses; we know what is by contrast to what is not,
and the outsider’s very different experience may pro-
vide a “perspicuous contrast”—in the words of
philosopher Charles Taylor—to what is hidden or
obscure to the insider. One way for the outsider to
accomplish this is to clarify the debate over social
identity that is taking place within that alien group.
The outsider can be a sort of mirror—not a mirror to
gain access to transcendental Truth, but a mirror to
reflect back to the group its own internal dialogue. As
a result, insiders may come to see more clearly what
they share with, and where they diverge from, others
in their society.

Moreover, by drawing on her own quite different
traditions, vocabulary, and experience, the outsider
can inject new and sometimes needed ideas into an
alien group’s development deliberations. The outsider
may provide a new way of integrating prevailing
commitments. Perhaps more frequently, the outsider-
ethicist, after immersion in an alien culture and on the

basis of her own “lights,” may appeal to one part of the
culture or tradition in order to criticize another part.
Finally, drawing on the resources of his or her own tra-
dition, the outsider ethicist can introduce moral ideas
unanticipated in another society.

Finally, outsiders enjoy an advantage over an insider
counterpart because she is free from the insider’s prior
commitments and loyalties. This freedom can enhance
the outsider’s ability and willingness to say what
needs to be said in the assessment of development
options. This positive role can prove crucial when it
enables a weak or repressed group to gain a voice in
relation to a hegemonic and oppressive group.

The Hybrid Development Ethicist
In light of the strengths and weaknesses of develop-

ment ethicists who are insiders, versus those who are
outsiders, one can inquire into the implications for the
conduct of cross-cultural communication, the virtues

of international development ethicists, and the kind of
ethics these ethicists should practice.

Cross-cultural dialogue partners and development
ethicists should be insider-outsider hybrids. The ethi-
cist who is not a member of a given group can still be
an insider in the sense that he can immerse himself in
this new and different form of life, grasp some of what
is going on, and be accepted as dialogue partner. At
the same time, the development ethicists from one cul-
ture should retain and take advantage of their outsider
status in order to reflect an “alien” culture back to its

insiders, call attention to the omnipresent obvious by
contrasting it to their different experience, bring in
new ideas, mediate between various factions, help the
vulnerable gain a voice, and speak the truth made elu-
sive by group loyalties. As they retain such aspects of
their outsider status, the hybrid development ethicist
should not deceive herself or mislead others by pre-
tending to ascend to what is an impossible standpoint:
a view of the inside from an ahistorical, transcendent,
objective outside. No such “view from nowhere”
exists. To assume it does breeds both dominance on the
part of those who think they have the Truth and servil-
ity on the part of those who long for it.

Development ethicists should also cultivate a certain
kind of insider-outsider mix in encounters with their
own groups. They should strive to develop an outsider
perspective in order to be able to learn from other
groups and develop a clearer understanding of the
limitations in one’s own group and its ways of doing
things, as well as suggest better ideas learned from
“abroad.” But this outsider perspective supplements
an abiding insider membership, which requires some
loyalty to the ethicist’s own group. Travelers are
tempted to escape from, in Hegel’s words, the “gray in
gray” of their own societies to the creative instability of
exotic places. Insider status not only provides a start-
ing point for moral reflection, but it also gives the ethi-
cist the responsibility to return to her own society’s
ongoing debate about what it should be and how it
should relate to other groups. Moreover, one does not
have to be an outsider in one’s own culture so long as
avenues exist for social transformation with which one
can subsequently identify. One can remain or become
again an insider to one’s self and one’s group by work-
ing for desirable change in one’s self and society.

Ethnocentrists and particularists begin and end
inside their own groups. Universalists yearn to attain
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an impossible standpoint beyond all particularity. Like
so many traditional philosophical problems, the partic-
ularist/universalist debate remains—as currently
defined—unsolved. Rather than attempting to resolve
the controversy, one can recast it. With the insider/out-
sider distinction, the theoretical problem can be trans-
formed into a practical task. Development ethicists
must seize the opportunities and avoid the dangers of
being outsiders as well as insiders in relation to vari-
ous groups. They must strive to become optimal
insider-outsider combinations in relation to existing
groups. They also must promote the emergence of a
world community that contributes to and is guided by
a global development ethics. They begin in their
groups and return to their groups. In between, they
may benefit and learn from other groups. As insider-
outsiders, they can become more complete persons,
better cross-cultural communicators and development
ethicists and, thereby, help build a better world.

Two Exemplars
I close by illustrating my argument with brief

descriptions of the life and work of two hybrid, cross-
cultural development ethicists. Chilean novelist,
essayist, and playwright Ariel Dorfman, a national
outsider to Argentina and a cultural outsider to
indigenous cultures, spent time in the 1980s with the
abused and forcibly relocated Matacos Indians in
Argentina’s inhospitable Gran Chaco. One result of
Dorfman’s visit with the Matacos was that this previ-
ously nomadic tribe was prompted to confront the
problems and opportunities of their new life as small
farmers. Writing about the plight of the Matacos,
Dorfman also urged that the Argentine government
compensate the Matacos for past injury (at the hands
of the government and private citizens) as well as
“encourage” foreign development agencies to assist
the Matacos in their efforts to survive both economi-
cally and culturally.

Returning to Chile from his exile in the United States
during the Pinochet years, Dorfman contributed to
Chile’s own progress in reckoning with the wrongs
committed during the Pinochet era. He also took
advantage of his hybrid (US/Chile) status when—
prior to the UN invasion in Iraq in 2003—he argued
that the US would be just as wrong to invade Iraq to
remove Saddam Hussein as it would have been to
invade Chile to end Pinochet’s rule. Both were brutal
dictators who killed and tortured their opponents. But
regime change and democracy building, argued
Dorfman in the New York Times, are most effectively
accomplished not when outsiders invade, occupy, and
impose democratic institutions but when those victim-
ized by and fed up with tyranny take matters into their
own hands.

U.S. citizen Paula Palmer offers another example of
the virtuous insider-outsider. Initially a gringa outsider,
for twenty years she immersed herself in Costa Rica’s
Talamanca Coast and helped the region’s minority
populations — Afro-Caribbean immigrants and
indigenous Bribris — articulate their traditions and
protect their threatened ways of life. Her books of oral
history, which were published in both Spanish and
English by the University of Costa Rica and the
Ministry of Culture, were products of “participatory
action research”. These books helped Costa Ricans
throughout the country understand both the ecological
and cultural wealth of Talamanca, a hitherto neglected
part of the country. Returning to Boulder, Colorado,
Palmer worked with Native American organizations
and publications to improve opportunities for native
youth. Currently, as program director of the non-gov-
ernmental organization Global Response, Palmer orga-
nizes international letter-writing campaigns in support
of communities around the world that are struggling
to protect the environment and defend indigenous
rights. Among the fifty campaigns Palmer has
launched since 1997, one succeeded in halting oil
development along Costa Rica’s Talamanca Coast —
Palmer’s former home. The outsider-turned hybrid,
who contributed to social and environmental justice
movements in Central America, is now applying what
she learned among the peoples of Talamanca to her
work on a global scale.
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Truth v. Justice: The Morality of Truth
Commissions

Robert I. Rotberg and Dennis
Thompson, Editors

The truth commission is an increasingly common fix-
ture of newly democratic states with repressive or
strife-ridden pasts. From South Africa to Haiti, truth
commissions are at work with varying degrees of sup-
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