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Conclusion

Almost all societies today are multicultural and likely to remain so for
the foreseeable future; this is our historical predicament, and we obvi-
ously need to come to terms with it. Since cultural diversity has much
to be said for it, our predicament, if approached in the spirit of multi-
culturalism, can also become a source of great creative opportunities.

Multiculturalism as articulated in earlier chapters is best seen neither
as a political doctrine with a programmatic content nor as a philosoph-
ical theory of man and the world but as a perspective on human life. Its
central insights are three, each of which is sometimes misinterpreted by
its advocates and needs to be carefully formulated if it is to carry con-
viction:

e First, human beings are culturally embedded in the sense that they
grow up and live within a culturally structured world, organize their
lives and social relations in terms of its system of meaning and sig-
nificance, and place considerable value on their cultural identity.
This does not mean that they are determined by their culture in the
sense of being unable to critically evaluate its beliefs and practices
and understand and sympathize with others, but rather that they are
deeply shaped by it, can overcome some but not all of its influences
and necessarily view the world from within a culture, be it the one
they have inherited and uncritically accepted or reflectively revised
or, In rare cases, consciously adopted.

® Second, different cultures represent different systems of meaning
and visions of the good life. Since each realizes a limited range of
!mman capacities and emotions and grasps only a part of the total-
ity of human existence, it needs others to understand itself better:
expand its intellectual and moral horizon, stretch its imagination
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and guard it against the obvioys lemptation to absoluti?c itself Th:
does not mean that one cannot lead a £20ood life o This

Within one’s ¢

( i bias b . S culture

but rather that, other things being equal, it s likely to pe richcur?f-
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one enjoys access to others and that a culturaliy Qelf{:ontaincd |jfl
s e

is virtually impossible for most human beings i
Nor does it mean that cultures cannot be compared ang judged
they are equally rich and deserye equal respect,

deserves at least some respect bgcause of what it means 1o its mem-
bers an'd the creau ve energy it displays, that no culture js perfect and
has a right to impose -Its.elf on others, and that cultures are generally
best changed from within.

Since each culture is inherently limited. 5 dialogue between them
is mutually beneficial. It both alerts them to their biases, a gain in
itself, and enables then to reduce them and expand their horizon of
thought. “To be in a conversation Means to be beyond oneself,
to think with the other and to come back to oneself as if to another’ !
The dialogue is possible onl y if each culture accepts others as equal
conversational partners, who need to be taken seriously as sources
of new ideas and to whom it owes the duty of explaining itself. And
it realizes its objectives onl y if the participants enjoy a broad equal-
ity of self-confidence, economic and political power and access to
public space.,

Third, all but the most primitive cultures are internally plural and
fépresent a continuing conversation between their different tradi-
tions and strands of thought. This does not mean that they are
devoid of internal coherence and identity but that their identit_y is
Plural and fluid. Cultures grow out of conscious and unconscious
interaction with each other, partly define their identity in IC@S of
What they take to be their significant other, and are at least partially
Multicultural in their origins and constitution. Each carries bits of
the other within itself and is rarely sui generis. This d_oes not mean
that it has ne powers of self-determination and inner impulses, but
rather that it js porous and subject to external influences which it
'Mierprets and assimilates in its own autonomous way. o

A culture’s relation to itself shapes and is in turn shaped by i :

Telation to others, and their internal and external plurghttes presup

g ate the value

POSe and reinforce each other. A culture cannot appreci ki
Others unless it appreciates the plurality within it the con
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just as true. Since a closed culture defines its identity in terms of its
differences from others and jealously guards it against their influ-
ences, it feels threatened by and avoids all contacts with them, A
culture cannot be at €ase with its differences from them unless it is
also at ease with its own internal differences. A dialogue between
cultures requires that each should open itself up to the influence of
and be willing to learn from others, and that in turn requires that it
should be self-critical and willing and able to engage in a dialogue

with itself.

What | might call a multicultural perspective is composed of the cre-
ative interplay of these three complementary insights, namely the cul-
tural embeddedness of human beings, the inescapability and desirabil-
ity of cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue, and the internal plu-
rality of each culture. When we view the world from its vantage point,
our attitudes to ourselves and others undergo profound changes. All
claims that a particular way of thinking and living is perfect, the best,
or necessitated by human nature itself appear incoherent and even
bizarre, for the multicultural perspective sensitizes us to the fact that all
ways of life and thought are inherently limited and cannot possibly
embody the full range of the richness, complexity and grandeur of
human existence. We instinctively suspect attempts 10 homogenize a
culture, return it to its ‘fundamentals’ and impose a single identity on
it, for we are acutely aware that every culture is internally plural and
differentiated. And we remain equally sceptical of all attempts to pre-
sent it as one whose origins lie within itself, for we know that all cul-
tures are born out of interaction with others and shaped by the wider
economic, political and other forces. This undercuts the very basis of
Afrocentrism, Eurocentrism, Sinocentrism, Westocentrism and so on,
all of which isolate the history of the culture concerned from those of
others and credit it with achievements it often owes to others.

From a multicultural perspective, no political doctrine or ideology
can represent the full truth of human life. Each of them, be it liberal-
ism, conservatism, socialism or nationalism, is embedded in a particu-
lar _culture, represents a particular vision of the good life, and is neces-
§arlly narrow and partial. Liberalism, for example, is an inspiring polit-
lf:al doctn.n_e stressing such great values as human dignity, autonomys
liberty, critical thought and equality. However, it has no monopoly of
them, and they can be defined in several different ways of which its
own definition is only one and not always the most coherent. It als0
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jgnores or marginalizes such other gree

at values as hum; idari

b o A S as nan solidarit
oqual life chances, selflessness, self -effacing humility, contentment an{I
a measure Of scepticism about the pleasures ang achievements of

human life. And 1Lis insufficiently sensitive (o and cannot give coher-
ent accounts of the ”“I’U"lfmcc of culture, tradition, Community, a sense
of rooledn‘css z.md belonging, E-El.ld SO on. Other political doctrines are
just as limited if not more so, Since every political doctrine has a lim-
ited grasp of th_e immense cor.np-lexny of human existence and the prob-
lems involved in holding societies together and creating sensitive, sane
and self-critical individuals, none of them including liberalism can be
the sole basis of the good society.

What accounts for the relative social stability and cultural richness of
most western societies is precisely the fact that they are not based on a
single political doctrine or world view. Liberalism, socialism, conser-
vatism and Marxism, and at a different level the secular and religious
world views that cut across them, have constantly challenged each
other, and each is the richer for the experience. Their continuing con-
testation and mutually regulating influences have averted the hege-
mony of any one of them and contained its likel y excesses. Each doc-
trine carries bits of the others within it, and is as a result internally
diverse, weakly-centred, and possesses the moral and emotional
resources to understand and even respect others. This mutual fusion of
ideas and sensibilities has given rise to a broadly shared cultural vocab-
ulary, no doubt varied and messy but for that very reason qapable of
providing a common framework of discourse. Western societies would
flot remain open and capable of self-regeneration if they were to be
taken over by a single doctrine, including liberalism. |

Since multicultural societies represent an interpfay.of. different cul-
tures, they cannot be theorized or managed from within an}fhoge ‘;f
them. They require a multicultural perspective of the kind sk?tc Z :ai :
lier. It alerts the political theorist to the complex and St;lt_it e Tve}; i
Which his culture shapes his modes of thought and limits 1s po sies
Critical reflection, and also offers him a way to.mlnlmlzi);’ef: it
lions. Although he has no Archimedean standpoint oF ahG forfn g el
vailable to him, he has several coigns of vantage in the e
Cultures. He can set up a dialogue between them, use each to illur <

B o and create for himse
'he insights and expose the limitations of others, otdnntEl o
- Yl in-between space, a kind of immanent  unaclif i e
“hich to arrive at a less culture-bound vision of hu

cally critical perspective on his society.
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T o

From a multicultural perspective the good society does not commi
itself to a particular political doctrine or vision of the good life and agk
how much diversity to tolerate within the limits set by it, both because
such a doctrine or vision might not be acceptable to some of its com-
munities and because it forecloses its future development. Instead, jt
begins by accepting the reality and desirability of cultural diversity and
structures its political life accordingly. Itis dialogically constituted, and
its constant concern is to keep the dialogue going and nurture a climate
in which it can proceed effectively, stretch the boundaries of the pre-
vailing forms of thought, and generate a body of collectively acceptable
principles, institutions and policies. The dialogue requires certain insti-
tutional preconditions such as freedom of expression, agreed proce-
dures and basic ethical norms, participatory public spaces, equal rights,
a responsive and popularly accountable structure of authority, and
empowerment of citizens. And it also calls for such essential political
virtues as mutual respect and concern, tolerance, self-restraint, willing-
ness to enter into unfamiliar worlds of thought, love of diversity, a
mind open to new ideas and a heart open to others’ needs, and the abil- "‘
ity to persuade and live with unresolved differences. While nurturing a 3
wide variety of views and fostering the spirit and deepening the moral-
ity of dialogue, such a society draws a line against those too dogmatic,
self-righteous or impatient to participate in its conversational culture
and accept its outcome. L

The dialogically constituted multicultural society both retains the
truth of liberalism and goes beyond it. It is committed to both lit
ism and multiculturalism, privileges neither, and moderates the logi
one by that of the other. It neither confines multiculturalism within
limits set by liberalism and suppresses or marginalizes nonliberal
ues and cultures, nor confines liberalism within the limits of n
turalism and emasculates its critical and emancipatory thrust.
from its fundamental commitment to the culture and morality 0
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munity of citizens and a community of communities, and
ishes individuals, their basic rights and liberties and ¢

moral and political values,all of which are integ
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rozen, and that public institutions and policies ¢ :
:_-hcrish their evolving identities and nurllllrc a corr:r']lﬁ::i(:yr((:)cfocg; - an.d
ties based on the kind of plural collective Culture de ibe
Unlike the standard liberal approach of the proceduraljst Civic assimj
Jationist or comprehensively assimilationist variety, wf‘lich abstract;
away citizens’ cultural and other differences ang unites
of their uniformly shared €conomic, political and oth
insists that this is neither possible nor desirable and fins ways of pub-
licly recognizing and respecting their culturg] and other differences,
The common good and the collective wil| that are vital to any political
society are generated not by transcending cultural and other particular-
ities, but through their interplay in the cut and thrust of a dialogue. The
dialogically constituted multicultural society has a strong notion of
common good, consisting in respect for a consensually grounded civi]
authority and basic rights, maintenance of Justice, institutional and
moral preconditions of deliberative democracy, a vibrant and plural
composite culture and an expansive sense of community. And it
cherishes not static and ghettoized, but interactive and dynamic,
multiculturalism.

them in terms

A multicultural society cannot be stable and last long without develop-
ing a common sense of belonging among its citizens.2 The sense of
belonging cannot be ethnic or based on shared cultural, ethnic and other
characteristics, for a multicultural society is too diverse for that, but
political in nature and based on a shared commitment to the pol_itical
Community. Its members do not directly belong to each other as in an
ethnic group, but through their mediating membership of a shared com-
Munity, and they are committed to each other because they are all I;n
their own different ways committed to the community an.d bound by
the ties of common interest and affection. Although they might person-
ally loathe some of their fellow-members or find their lifestyles, views
ad values unacceptable, their mutual commitment and concern as
Members of a shared community remain unaffeCPed-_ il

The commitment to a political community is highly hmﬁp ey
poure and s easily misunderstood. It does not B
MOn substantjye goals, for its members might deeply ls?gad differ-
(%5€, 1or a common view of its history which they pen i
My, nor a particular economic or social system aboll o saniiales
Might entertain different views. Decocted to its bares
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commitment to the political community involves commitment to jtg
continuing existence and well-being as defined earlier, and implies that
one cares enough for it not to harm its interests and undermine its
integrity (Mason, 1999; Viroli, 1995, pp. 160-87). It is a matter of
degree and could take such diverse forms as a quiet concern for its
well-being, deep attachment, affection, and even intense love. While
different citizens would develop different emotions towards their com-
munity, all that is necessary to sustain it and can legitimately be
expected of them all is a basic concern for its integrity and well- bemg, L
what one might call patriotism or political loyalty.? They might criticize
the prevailing form of government, institutions, policies, values, ethos
and dominant self-understanding in the strongest possible terms, but
these should not arouse unease or provoke charges of disloyalty so l Ot
as their basic commitment to dialogue is not in doubt. 3
Commitment or belonging is reciprocal in nature. Citizens cannot
committed to their political community unless it is also committed t
them, and they cannot belong to it unless it accepts them as belon
to it. The political community cannot therefore expect its men
develop a sense of belonging to it unless it equally values and ch
them in all their diversity and reflects this in its structure, policies,
- duct of public affairs, self-understanding and self-definition. A
equal citizenship is essential tofostennga common sense of
it is not enough. Citizenship is about status and rights,
about being accepted and feeling welcome. Some
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sis falters. He seems to think that the dominant group can be rational| y
persuaded to cha.ng:e its views of them by intellectua] argument and
moral appeal. This is to misunderstand the dynamics of the process of
recognition.

Misrecognition has both a cultural ang 4 material basis.* White
Americans, for example, take a demeaning view of African Americans
partly under the influence of the racjst culture, partly because this legit-
imizes the prevailing system of domination, and partly because the
deeply disadvantaged blacks do sometimes exhibit some of the features
that confirm white stereotypes. Misrecognition, therefore, can only be
countered by both undertaking a ri gorous critique of the dominant cul-
ture and radically restructuring the prevailing inequalities of economic
and political power. Since the dominant group welcomes neither the
radical critique nor the corresponding political praxis, the struggle for
recognition involves cultural and political contestation and sometimes
even violence, as Hegel (1960) hi ghlighted in his analysis of the dialec-
tic of recognition and which Taylor’s (1994) sanitized version of it
ignores. As we have seen, the politics of culture is integrally tied up
with the politics of power because culture is itself institutionalized
power and deeply imbricated with other systems of power. Cultural self-
esteem cannot be developed and sustained in a vacuum and requires
appropriate changes in all the major areas of life. No multicultural soci-
€ty can be stable and vibrant unless it ensures that its constituent com-
munities receive both just recognition and a just share of economic and
political power. It requires a robust form of social, economic and polit-

'cal democracy to underpin its commitment to multiculturalism.

Multicultural societies throw up problems that have no parallel in his-
tory. They need to find ways of reconciling the legitimate demanc_ls of
unity and diversity, achieving political unity without cultural unifor-
mity, being inclusive without being assimilationist, culn_vatmg.amopg
their citizens a common sense of belon ging while respecting their legit-
imate Cultural differences, and cherishing plural cultural lde'n-tltles
Withoyt Weakening the shared and precious identit)f of shared citizen-
Ship. This s 4 formidable political task and no muitlcult.ural society Sg
far has succeeded in tackling it. The erstwhile Soviet Union anf
U80slavia met their violent doom; Canada lives in the_s_hado;vt ;)e
Uebec’s secession; India narrowly missed a second partition o g
country; Indonesia shows signs of disintegration; Sudan, Nigeria
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others are torn by violent conflicts; and the sad story is endlessly
repeatedly in many other parts of the world. Even such affluent, stable
and politically mature Jemocracies as the United States, Great Britain
and France have so far had only limited success, and show signs of
moral and emotional disorientation in the face of increasing demands
for recognition and equality. Although multicultural societies are diffi-
cult to manage, they need not become a political nightmare and might
even become exciting if we exuviate our long traditional preoccupation
with a culturally homogeneous and tightly structured polity and allow
them instead to intimate their own appropriate institutional forms,
modes of governance, and moral and political virtues. o




