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Multiculturalism draws our attention to the differences that inform 
our social existence and not merely to what is common to all human 
beings qua human. These differences are constitutive of what we are 
and wish to be although in other respects we may have the same con
cerns as the rest. They are cherished differences. There are, of course, 
social and economic differences engendered by disadvantage. But 
unlike such differences which people wish to renounce or overcome, 
differences expressed in distinct values and ways of life are fondly 
treasured and people are prepared to suffer even disadvantages for 
the sake of persevering them. This does not mean that cultures and 
communities are not inequitably situated. Many of them are. But a 
vast majority of its members rarely forsake them on account of it. 
Differences are closely bound up with our identity and agency, what 
we are and what we ''fish to be. While they demarcate a set of people 
from another, they do not. remain unchanged but are reflected on, 
interpreted, reformulated and brought into relation with their 
counterparts. 

While in earlier times, social existence informed of distinctive 
beliefs and ways of life was carried out in relatively exclusive and 
secluded confines and \¥as intimately shared across its members, this 
is no longer so. Cultural and religious pluralism and pluralism of values 
and associations is a fact of life for most societies today. Although the 
political articulation of differences may vary from one society to an
other, increasingly societies are becoming multicultural in their social 
and cultural composition and belief systems. Beyond the confines of 
nation-states, different peoples, deeply conscious of their differences 
are drawn into interactions. The sustainability and terms of social 
interaction in these societies depend on the approaches adopted to 
plural ways of life. 

Multiculturalism asks the question how people who are otherwise 
profoundly diffe rent can coexist together. It seeks to formulate terms 
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of mutua l inte raction when such people a re brought into social 
coope ration. 

There is a consensus o n the issue today that social inq uiry is deeply 
marked by the beliefs and values that we assume. If understanding is 
tied up with the la tte r it makes the status of knowledge and values, as 
hithe rto unde rstood, highly problematic. Multi culturalism engages 
with the partic'ularity of cultural existence, attempts to demarcate the 
zone of the universal and explores the possibility of arriving at shared 
understanding and involvement.' 

Multiculturalism has left its imprint on the ideological formations 
that have offered an assessmen t of the world to us. They have made 
claims tha t from within their respective ideological frameworks issues 
raised by multiculturalism can be attended. But the way that these 
formula tions have been reviewed makes it amply clear that multi
culturalism has left its deep mark o n them.2 It has called attention to 
the limitations of the liberal proj ect and the notion of self, com-munity 
and agency uphe ld by Marxism. 

While across the ideological spectrum there are no serious dis
agreements o n the issue tha t differences need to be taken into account, 
there are deep disagreemen ts regarding the relationship between 
human claims as human and demands of communities and cultures; 
differe nt kinds of differences and th e ir bearing on understanding 
and social practices; the impact that human reason and freedom have 
~n hallowed ways oflife and belief systems and the rela tionship be tween 
liberal d emocracy and minority cultures and communities. 

But multiculturalism is not mere ly an issue of academic d ebate 
and discussion. It has been the official policy of countries such as Canada 
and Australia. In fact, these policies have not found universal approval 
in th ese countries or in scholad y circles. They have been accused as 
ways of co-option and homogenisation . It is said that they have confined 
p eople into g hettoes attributing to th.em a fixed identity and le t 
cult~ral maJoritarianism to occupy the political space. T he sanitised 
vers1ons of cu lture and identity that th ey have constructed have not 
left any real optio ns before communities except to fal l in line with th e 
cu ltural and political mainstream.~ In fact, sometimes multicultura lism 
h~s been accused as promoting ' the new racism ', defending cultural 
differences as both natural and unavoidable leading to arguing that 
these differences are immutable . T h ere have been liberal, Marxist 
and even multicultural critiques of the policies pursued in the name 
of multicu ltura lism. I t has bee n argued that one of the most important 
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demand of very large minorities in several counuies has been the right 
to participate equally in the mainstream national life. Such is the case, 
for instance, with black-Americans and dalits in India. Multiculturalism 
has little to offer to them. Similarly, the reach of multiculturalism to 
gender-sensitive concerns, where bo th participation and difference 
are simultaneously voiced, has been very lim ited.4 

Too many and, sometimes, irreconcilable demands are made on 
multiculturalism. Often it has become a conceptual terrain where 
aspimtions and points of view that cannot be negotiated with other 
theories and perspectives are off loaded. Nathan Glazier has said, 'We 
are all multiculturalists now' .5 If it is so, it is not for the same reasons. 
There are deep disagreements about what constitutes multiculturalism 
and distinct conceptual sites are opened up within it: One hears of 
conservative or corporate multiculturalism, liberal multiculturalism 
and left-liberal multiculturalism; critical or radical, polycentric and 
insurgen t multiculturalism.6 

Given its conceptual and policy infilu-ation, scramble for appro
priation and deep apprehensions about its implications, the promise 
that multiculturalism makes has to remain necessarily limited as far as 
the consideration of this paper is concerned. We will focus only on 
three issues here: 

A. The impact that multiculturalism has had on political perspectives 
and frameworks. 

B. Arguments in justificatio n of multiculturalism. 
C. Its engagement with some of the most vexing political concerns 

before us today. 

A. MULTJCULI'URALJSM AND PO U TJCAL PERSPECI'IVES 

The absence of 'nation' and 'culture' in liberal discourse 

Although there are a number of distinctive versions of liberalism, none 
of these versions took into account nation and culture as integral 
elements of their conceptual frameworks till recently. The nation, 
however, came to be assumed in tl1is discourse unreflcctively without 
drawing out its implications for th e liberal construclion of rights and 
institutions. On the other hand , those reflections that dwelt on na tion 
and culture did not bring them into interface with the liberal analysis 
and agenda . The liberal u·ajectory was spawned ignoring the nationalist 
tr~ectory and vice-versa. In fact this hiatus was p1·escnt in Marxism as 
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well al though the avowal of internationalism built into it made engage
ment with the national-question less unavoidable.7 

Liberals sometimes counter-posed nation and culture to the state 
a nd at other times saw the forme r as affirming a set of dgh ts. Sometimes, 
they construed the cultural domain as an expression of a body of rights 
and its other dimensions, made of beliefs and corresponding practices, 
were exiled to the private sphere.8 Ro usseau, Herde r and later Hegel 
drew attention to community and nation but their considerations were 
not to become core ele m ents of the liberal d octrines. The rise of 
conserva tive na tionalism and particularly nazism and fascism were to 
make liberals vary of national assertions further. Liberals, therefore, 

Tended either to assume the existence of the nation-state as an arena ofjustice, 
democracy and so on without properly theorising it or tried to justify particular 
boundaries from universal premises_!' 

Similarly, Kymlicka h as argued, 'Liberals have never been very 
comfortable with the language of community or fraternity'. He feels 
that the m3:jor reason for it is th e fear ' that group differentiated rights 
will undermine the sense of shared civic ide nti ty tha t holds a liberal 
society together'. 10 

Multiculturalism is, therefore, a n a ttempt by liberalism to reach 
out to culture and nation particularly in a context where they have 
become very palpable realities in the liberal wo rld and which liberalism 
confronts in its march in the rest of the world. In this version it rejects 
culture-blind cosmopoli tanism and calls fora 'culturally inclusive, rather 
than cosmopolitan liberalism ' .11 It is in favour of a group-differentiated 
citizenship rather tha n a citizenship that is cleansed off all social 
cleavages. A multi cultural society d oes not want to base itself by 
inventing a common history. Inven ting a common history could also 
lead to uninvent it through the same d evices. Its orientation is much 
more in tune with the old adage 'live and let live'. Kymlicka states it as 
follows: · 

If there is a viable way to promote a sense ofsolidarity and common purpose in a 
mu~tinational state, it will involve accommodating, rather than subordinating 
nauonal identities. 1t 

A major engagement between iden tity, culture and nation on 
one hand, and righ ts, civil society and state was to take place in India 
during the course of the anti-colonial and nationalist movement. The 
colonial state interposed iden titi es and projected them as candidates 
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for the constitution of political p ower. It also privileged identities, in 
several instances, and resuicted the operation of laws so as not to affect 
them. We can identify three responses of the national movement 
towards such a policy: 

1. One of the responses singled out the nation as the terrain of rights with an 
imagining of history and culture interspersed with it in an unproblematic 
way. This response saw identities as something passe in the course of time 
or aJ.S. Mill kind of solution was proffered to them wherein they would be 
provided a small public space under the patronising care of a nation-state. 
One of the strands of this response strove to re-articulate identities as 
embodiment of rights. 

2. A second response saw in the realm of rights and public institutions attuned 
to them beliefs, values and ways oflife not in consonance with culture and 
heritage. They thought that the relationship between culture and the nation
state was in need of reformulation. This response, however, threw up a wide 
variety of alternatives which were in contention with one another to various 
extents. 

3. A third response attempted to relate identities and communities with a 
regime of rights and domain of common law and saw the issue of nation 
and culture from that perspective. There were several variations in this 
response. 

These responses were, h owever, expressed in the complex politi
cal stances that came to be adopted. T h ey were r a r e ly explored 
consistently in a sustained tlieoretical endeavour. As a consequence, 
political manoeuvering, factionalism and in u·igues, often came to 
replace development of public reason. The impact these responses 
had is expressed in the partition of India, in the constituent assembly 
debates, in the federa l arrangements that were fashioned, the regime 
of affirmative action that came to be evolved over the yeat·s and the 
versio n of secularism that came to be popularised in India. 

The standoff between liberalism and commttnitarianism 

Rawls in A Themy of justiar proposed a set of principles of j ustice by 
adopting a certain procedure and by accepting some presuppositions 
regarding justice, morality and the nature of man / woman. These 
principles of justice do not take into cognizance embodied conceptions 
of the good as manifest in nation, culture, community and other social 
ide ntities that 'divide man from Man'. They are prior to, and in a well 
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ordered socie ty they h ave priority over, the various conceptions of the 
good prevailing in socie ty. If good were to dictate terms to right then 
its subjects WiiJl not be able to exercise the ir choice. Incidentally Rawls 
applies the same argument to rej ect the utilitarian conception of justice 
as it plioritises a conception of the good over rights. Rawls falls upon 
Kant's maxim, 'The self is plior to its ends ' to sustain the argument. 
The self is not imprisoned by its choices but is able to reject, reorder 
and affirm them. 

The communitarians reject the rela tion between ' right before 
the good' and 'self prio r to its ends' and consequently the conception 
of justice, rights and political institutions that Rawls came to construct 
based on the conception of justice that he elaborated. They argued 
that the self is constituted in and through the community and cannot 
be expected to regulate itself on the basis of socially sanitised ·universal 
principles. Be ing constituted by the community the self is also 
implicated in the community. They find the Liberal view of the self 
empty. 

They argue that if we are to question every conceivable con~eption 
of the good then there will be nothing worth seeking or exploring. 
There will not be justificatory and privileging grounds at all. In such a 
case there will not be a basis for making one choice rather than anotl1er. 

Complete freedom would be a void in which nothing would be worth doing, 
nothing would deserve to count for anything. The self which has arrived at freedom 
by setting aside all external obstacles and impingements is characterless and 
hence without defin ed purpose. 14 

They scorn a t the libe ral view tha t we can make judgem e nts 
keeping ou rselves aloof from embeddedn ess. We canno t distinguish 
'm e ' from 'my ends'. We are consti tuted partly, at least, by e nds that 
we do n ot ch oose but discover by being embedded in social contex ts. 15 

Sandel has · argued that the 'pure subject of agency, ultimately thin ', 
that Rawls assumes is 'radically at odds witl1 our more familiar notion 
of our~elves as beings thick with pa rticular traits>J 6 T here is n o dis
e m bodied self, a 'substrate' lying 'behind' my e nds. 17 

T he communitarians claim that g ive n the fac t tha t the self is 
co nstituted in and through the community it 'comes by its ends' not 
·~y cho ice' but by 'discovery'; n ot ' by choosing that which is already 
g1ven . . . but by reflecting o n itself and inquiring into its constituent 
nature, d iscussing its laws an d imperatives a nd ackn owled ging its 
purposes as its own ' . 1H 
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They accuse liberals for being far too gullible to assume that 
individuals outside society can be self-suffi cient and do not require 
community contexts to exercise the capacity for self-determination. 
They argue that the neutral liberal state cannot adequate ly protect 
social environment necessary for self-determination. Such a capacity 
can be be exe rcised only in a particular sort of community. For the 
purpose common good has to be privileged. Some limits on self
dete rmination are required to preserve a social conditio n which 
enables self-determination. 

There ar e other arguments that communitatians advance such 
as the consti tution of the self through the responses and appreciation 
of others and the absence of an Archimedean anchor to universality, 
constituted as we are in and through the communities. 

The claims of the communitarians that communities are central 
not merely in the constitution of the self but in making evaluations 
and choices that have significant bearing on us were to influence the 
conception of political liberalism profoundly. R.:1.wls consu-ucts political 
liberalism o n the ex pli cit supposition that the existence of plura l 
conceptions of the good as upheld by communities and identities have 
to be assumed in the constitution of a liberal polity. 

New Challenges (Before Liberalism) 

T ill recently, liberalism resort&d to tl1e principle of toleration, located 
in tl1e conceptual spaces and distinctions of •ights, the private-public 
spheres, civil-society and state a11d limited and neutral state to handle 
identity conce rns. Even today there are advocates who argue tha t 
liberalism canno t reach out to culture and therefore should remain 
indifferent to it. 19 

However, if we keep the economic issues aside, some of tl1e most 
important questions before societies today are: religious identities, 
eth nic conflicts, linguistic identities, gender conce rns, policies with 
respect to education. cultural mjnorities witl1in territorial bo undaries, 
national integration and citizenship, federal at"rangements based on 
linguisti c/ cultural di ffe rences an d the constitution of local com
munities. They pose some of the most inu·actable problems confro nting 
India too.These developments do not le t a state to remain neutral 
even if it so desires. In fact the legitimacy of the systems are under 
challenge if they arc not able to reach out to these major concerns. 
Kymlicka feels that if li beralism has to succeed 'It must explicit ly address 
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the needs anc:l aspirations of ethnic ana national minorities '. 20 

Multiculturalism calls for the evolution of a polity which acknowledges 
these differences rather than erase the m out or establish the 
hegemony of a specific identity over the rest. 

Marxism and the acknowledgement of difference 

Generally in Marxism differences are highlighted in terms of social 
constituencies and their differential role is brought out in the course 
of revolutionary transformations. Marxism also has a highly developed 
theory on the national question. The other issues of identities are 
generally discussed under ' relations' or secondary contradictions. It is 
believed that all such differences will be eventually transcended in 
the communist society. However, Marx also talks about a specific kind 
of difference which is related to these transformations but is much 
more oriented in terms of self-realisation . In the Critique of the Gotha 
Programme, 2 1 Marx argues that in the early stages of the socialist society 
wages will be in accordance with the productivity of labour. Given the 
uneven deve lopment of productive abilities, the norm of equal pay 
for equal work, which Marx terms as a bourgeois norm, will necessarily 
beget inequality. Equality of treatment, therefore, cannot be a norm 
for socialist society. However with the development of productive forces 
and skills and capacities of workers, this Jaw can be transformed, Marx 
believes, from each according to his capacities to each according to 
her need. 'Under such conditions', as Te rry Eagleton suggests, 

to treat two individuals equally must surely mean not giving them the same 
t reatmem but paying equal attention to the specific needs and desires of each. It 
is not that they are equal individuals, but that they are equally individuals.~~ 

In such a society labour will not be a necessity but life 's prime 
want. Marx argues that the social relations that will come to prevail in 
it will enable the fullest development of the personality. Marx is 
emphatic on the agency of this development: It is the self and not 
social forces directing the course of things. But such self-direction 
and the kind of d evelopment it promotes makes its agents to necessarily 
cherish identities and ways of life distinctive to themselves. Marx uses 
various metaphors to denote such pursuits. He also argues that with 
the elimination of class relations and such of its bases-the division of 
mental and manual labour and relations of town and countryside and 
withering of th e state-community bonds will be reinforced. In such 
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a setting, the community and its members will mutually complement 
and cherish each other. 

The freedom of the self supported and abetted through its com
munity anchoring is something anticipa ted by the multiculturalists 
without the pre-conditions considered imperative by Marx. The 
absence of focus o n the state and on the economy and a specific 
conception of agency prods the multiculturalists to stipula te a relation 
be tween the community and self by distancing both of them from the 
concrete situa tion. Wha t is interesting, howeve1·, is th e light that 
multiculturalis ts throw on the concept of se lf, community and 
difference, central themes in Marx which existing socialisms attempted 
to sideline or bypass. By projecting them to the centre-stage 
multiculturalism enables a normative critique not merely of the 
capita list order but o ther relations, masquerading themselves as 
socialism. It injects the proleptic future in the present itself. 

Multiculturalism in the context of Globalisation 

The economic blindness of multiculturalism is in a way shocking. The 
major theoreticians of multiculturalism, such as Taylor and Kymlicka, 
have not paid much attention to the relation between culture and 
the economy. Many of them, however, are deeply aware that if a large 
group with advantages is placed vis-a-vis a disadvantaged group the 
former would er~joy a competitive edge in spite of th e avowal of equal 
1;ghts as resources get shifted towards the advantageous pole . They, 
however, have not applied the same logic of unequal resource distri
bution to pro be into un equal and patently exploitative econo mic 
relations except in the larger matd x of equality of consideration or 
equal digni ty. 

It has been suggested that in the wake of glo ba lisation th e 
econo mic bases of communities sustaining autonomous cultures are 
progressively e roded caving in to the d emands o f metropolitan 
capitalism. \\That exist in the era of globalisation arc scare-crow cultures 
and communities rather than the auth entic o nes who would be able 
to make strong valuations. In fact it has been argued that multi
culturalism as a mode of understanding and policy making has been 
thrown up precisely a t the juncture when cultures and communities 
are left with little resout·ces to chalk an autonomous trajectory. 

There a rc those who argue thar big capita l has generally been 
very happy with th e turn towards multicultllra lism . ~~ If a socie ty is 
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conceived as made of several communities with very distinct cultural 
articulations then the possibili ty of resisting big capital will be the lowest. 
Furthe r, multiculturalism by constructing communities wh ich are 
necessarily fragmented, with a minimum level of agreement across 
them, if at all, are not able to offer a resistance that classes and class
blocs can muster. Those who agree with this argument see multi
culturalism as a platform which obfuscates social relations. 

It has also been argued that the Left has come to support a multi
culturalism with feet-of-clay. They have been victims of the hoary 
la nguage of its theoreticians who see th e need to support multi
culturalism as it would be supporting minorities and disadvantaged 
groups. In fact the support of the Left is garnered by social forces 
exactly opposed to tl1eir advocacy.24 In fact such a Left, critics allege, 
has become the victim of their very slogans rather than having the 
abi li ty to initiate a major debate based on the concrete analysis of the 
concrete conditions. 

There is however enough evidence to suggest that the rapid 
spread of multiculturalism as a trend of thinking has gone hand-in
hand with the great growth of disadvantaged communities world-wide. 
Leave alone enabling differences, the trend seems to be just the 
reverse; i.e. the depletion of the very sources of enabling. In fact, 
what is allowed to exist in the notional form of communities is nothing 
but clusters of exploited classes, class fractions and strata rather than 
wholes?me communities enabling their m embers to make strong 
~valuations and sustainable decisions. Such communities which exist 
~n a sti·onger sense are those whose elites are hand-in-glove with the 
mterests of big capital and th ey help in throttling the voices of a large 
number of its own member·s. 

As said earlier, there arc several ve rsions of mu lticulwralism and 
some of them may be the ideological counterpart of globalisa tion. 
However, th~re are two ways of seeing multiculturalism: tl1e normative 
and the socLOlogical. It is better to h old on to tl1is distinction. The 
sheer c~inc~~ence of multiculturalism with globalisation need not 
necessanly Vitiate the insight of the former and its argument in favour 
of appt:eciating difference and sustaining disadvantaged communities. 
There ts no ~uch evidence to suggest that class organisations have 
put up~ cons~ tent and united StlLiggle against globalisation atild multi
culturalism WIU not be able to foot such a bill. In fact there is no need 
to sec them in opposition. The endorsement of multiculturalism by 
the Left has never been total and whenever such an endorsement has 
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been do ne it has not been necessarily for the enabling of disadvantaged 
groups and min01ities.25 We h ave suggested earlier tha t the ideal of 
authenticity is central to the Marxist project.26 T he pursuit of authen
ticity, a central claim ofmulticulturalists cannot be realised in capitalist 
socie ty but placi ng such demands before capital does not mean 
placating it. 

The e ngagement be tween multiculturalism and globalisati·on is 
much more co mplex than the simple association suggested earlier. 
The relation between d ifferential identities and the process ofgloba lis
a tion is contradictory and susceptible to rapid transformation . On the 
o ne h and multiculturalism plays the role of opposition against the 
homogenising drive of globalisation. At the same time globalisation 
attempts to reach out to its clientele, not uncommonly, piggyback on 
mul ticulturalism and in the process, someti mes, bypassing the nation
state ~ well. 

As an opposition, resting on the ground of age-old identities, 
relatively closed and insular, cultural communities provide the appro
priate spaces for mounting an assualt on globalisation as it attempts to 
dish out a de-territ01ialised and de-nationalised iden ti ty. Globalisation 
necessarily excludes la rge number of communities from its purview 
which in earlie r times nationalism attempted to co-opt, albeit in a 
subordina te way. Such processes of exclusio n he ighten the aware ness 
of identi ty and community. While globalisation runs clown space and 
localities and a ttempts to con~>truct social relations o n time-spans, com
munities and ide ntities consu-uct th emselves by intruding into space 
and time. Th ose wh o are caught in the ebb a nd fl ow of globalisation , 
deprived of a n anchor in real communi ties, a re pro ne to re late them
selves, symbolically at least to communities of recall and memory. A 
large number of people are able to sustain the traumas of massive dis
placement that globalisation brings about by constitu ting th emselves 
as communities on a new basis. The information networks afford a 
certain interaction between a local community a nd a symbolic com
munity spread across the globe, at least in a potential sen c. Some
times, those who relate to the community virtually and symbolically 
may transfer some resources to high lig ht certHi n facets of the 
community cherished by them. 

Probably the significan ce of the community has become much 
more today because capitalism appropriating the la nguage of rights 
and mobilising state power behind it has wanton ly rode roughshod 
over cultures and communities except th ose which can prove beneficial 
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to its largescale operations. Therefore, it is not multiculturalism but 
those very principles which it attacks that could be held responsible 
for the march of capitalism. In fact, multiculturalism could provide 
arguments for resisting dominant cultures which are sweeping across 
in the name of liberal rights. 

On the other hand communities and identities may be drawn in 
the globalisation drive. For the purpose and in the process they might 
be appropriately sanitised and screened to meet the requirements. 
Globalisation type-castes identities from their ' life-world ',27 sometimes 
making its bearers unable to distinguish the former from the latter. It 
makes cultures and identities fixed and reified and makes them a 
grid to channelise its products and form its network of communication, 
while their authentic counterparts were fluid and context-bound. 
Glebalisation often dissects hybrid cultures and projects them as distinct 
relocating them in a makeshift world. Sometimes globalisation may 
coopt only certain elements of an indigenous culture and make them 
as the whole. Furthe r, globalisation can promote trends and outlooks 
in the name of indigeneity wholly inimical to it. , 

Although sometimes it is suggested that multiculturalism is the 
social base of globalisation, such a suggestion is made on the basis of a 
superficial understanding such as hightened human interaction and 
weater projection of identities through the media. They are, however, 
pr~cesses that are meant to network supposed differences into the 
rationale of the globalising drive. There is no agency highlighted here. 
On the other hand multiculturalism asse1·ts that communities have a 
right and they shou ld be enabled to ch arter the ir own course and 
redefine their values and beli efs. Such a stress on tl1e agency of com
muniti.e~ and cu ltures is a challenge to big capital monitoring the 
globahsmg dynamic. Globalisation however, manufactures vacuous 
identities which it can easily manipulate and dramatically overhaul if 
need be. For it, communities and cultures become desirable precisely 
?ecause of the resources they can muster, both symboli c and 
Instrumental. 

~ul~culturalism could possibly provide an alte rnative model for 
gl~baltsatio~ by radically overhauling Lhe economic basis of globalisation 
?nven ~y big capital. In a way, multiculturalism highlights facets of 
Ideologies and perspectives wh ich were earlie r ianored or dimly 

. 0 

recognised. The resolution of issues that it offers is also quite novel. 
One could probably say that this is not the last word that mu lticulturalism 
has to say on political perspectives and frameworks. 
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B. T H E CASE FORM ULTICULTURA.LISM 

The case fo r multiculturalism ca n be construc ted from several 
perspectives. We have already outlined above the Marxist perspective 
on it. We will provide the outlines of three significant justifications for 
multiculturalism from three distinct perspectives: 

(i) from the perspective of justice; 
(ii) from the pe rspective of rights and freedoms; 

(iii) from th e perspective of philosophy of science. 

If these arguments are correct, without che rishing cultures and 
communities, justice, lights and freedoms and knowledge cannot be 
pursued or adequately safeguarded . Our pursuit of them will be closely 
bound with ensuring a multicultural existence. 

The Perspective of j ustice 

Charles Taylor no tes a distinctive shif t in th e conception of personal 
identity in the e ig hteen th centu ry. Fo llowing th e wo rk of Lione l 
Trilling~8 he argues that then authenticity cam e to mark one's social 
role stipulated, hitherto, in social hierarchies. To be authen tic meant 
to be true to myself and my particular way of being.2ll Taylor feels that, 
initially, H erde r suggests that 'Each of us have an original way of being 
human. Each has his or her own "measure". There is a certain way of 
being human that is my wa:r. I am called upon to live my life in this 
VJay and not in imitation of anyone else's life ' .~~~ However, such a self
understanding is constituted through a dialogic relation rath er than 
something given out the re. 'We define our identi ty a lways in dialogue 
with , sometimes in struggle against the things our significant others 
want to see in us. ·~ • · 

Earlier identities were caught up in social hie ra rchies and one's 
conception of o neself was bound up in spaces of honour. However, 
with the shift to authenticity and the conception of identi ty reflecting 
it, dignity came to re place ho no ur. One might be diffe rent but 
differe nce need not beget subordination o r supe riori ty. Recognition 
was sought not merely as human be ings but as a human being possessing 
diffe rent but equally worthy characteristics. Tayor argues that Rousseau 
and H egel particularly recognised the significance ofsttch identi ties.~2 

Such a self-recognition is, of course, socially constitu ted . Ina ppro
priate recognition and distorted •·ccognilion can do a lot of harm to 
tJ1c constitution of human personality. 
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In this background, Taylor argues that there are two trajectories 
of equal recognition. The first traj ectory is made of the shift from 
'honour to dignity' from which has come a politics of universalism, 
emphasising the equal dignity of a ll citizens, and the content of this 
politics has been the equalisati on of rights and entitlements ' . The 
second trajectory emerges from ' the d evelopment of the modern 
notion of identi ty', giving rise to a politics of difference. It means every
one should be recognised for his or her unique identi ty. 

Taylo r suggests that the consequ ences of th ese two traj ectories 
a rc very different. While the first traj ectory suggests sameness of the 
moral claims of one and all, the second traj ectory suggests that one 
might be diffe rent but equality of considerations be extended to him/ 
her in spite of be ing different. Due recogniton be extended to what 
is present universally by ' recognising what is peculiar to each'. 

Taylor argues that these two traj ectories begot very different kinds 
of policies. While one fought against discrimination, the other wanted 
distinctions to be recognised in constituting politics. 

Whe re the politics of unive rsal digni ty fought for forms of non-discriminatio n 
that were quite "blind" to the \vays in which citizens differ, the politics of difference 
often redefines non-discrimination as requiring that we make these distinction 
the basis of differential treatment. '35 

Taylor has suggested that the politics of equality of rights requires 
that we treat people in a difference blind fashion. It has often led to 
reverse discrimination so that disadvantaged groups can establish a 
competitive edge over others relatively better endowed. On the other 
hand the politics of difference suggests tha t differences be cherished. 
T he orientation that all humans command the same respect focuses 
on what is the same in all. For the other claim, he says, we have to 
recognise and even foster particularity. 'The reproach the first makes 
to the second is just that it violates the principle of non-discrimination. 
T he reproach the second makes to the first is that it negates identity 
by forcing people into homogenous mould that is untrue to them.'34 

T~e s_econd claim is based on the a rg ument that the diffe rence blind 
pnnCipl_e cannot but uphold hegemonic culture . Therefore, a differ
ence blmd society turns out to be highly discriminatory. The role of 
the state, therefore, is both to uphold rights and affirm identities. 
What if rights and identi ties come into clash? In such contexts Taylor 
finds a great deal to recommend in Rawlsian concept of overlapping 
consensus and in Habcrmas' ideal speech communicaLion .3r. 



Mailing Way for Multiculturalism 55 

The mode in which Taylor builds up a case for authenticity is 
through a detour across the cultural ta pestry of the mode rn West. 
While an inventory of other cultural formations may throw up other 
considerations, it need not preclude authenticity as central val ue before 
the m too. For Taylor to be authentic means to be true to one's culture . 

The PersfJectives of Rights and Freedom 

While Taylor's two-fold trajectories of how to treat people fairly emerge 
from a position of an en gaged critique of liberalism, Kymlicka de ploys 
certain arguments of Taylor to strengthen the encapsulation of culture 
by liberalism. For the purpose, Kymlicka situates his argum ents in the 
background of the initia l debates be tween Rawls and th e com
munitarians. Rawls had suggested in A The01y of j ustice that all human 
beings seek certain basic primary goods which includes self-respect. 
Self and self-respect, using Taylor's arguments suggested earlier, are 
constituted in and through the community. When the self is atomised 
it will not be able to enter into confident relations with oLhers. Cultural 
belonging is absolutely essential not m erely for the constitution of the 
self but to make strong evaluations and basic judgements. Kymlicka 
contends that liberals like Rawls and Dworkin accept this a rgument. 
They differ, however, in asserting that the self is capable o f interrogating 
and evaluating ele ments that go into its very making. In other words, 
they will privilege the autouomy of the self, as an individual, relative 
to the communitarians. 

Kymlicka attempts to reconstruct the liberal discourse with com
munity and culture central to it. The central question that Kymlicka 
explores is what is the fai1· way to relate to cu ltural idc n tiLics and 
distribute powers in a mu lticultural society. In other words what 
consti tutes justice in a multicultural society. 

Cultural resources are collective resources and they ru·e unequal. 
Right to culture apparently might be seen as violating the principle of 
n on-discrimination as differen t cultu res arc a rticula ted in different 
ways. A possible and one of the predominan t approach to cul ture is to 
consider it as a private affair. H owever as argued earlie r it is not fair to 
treat it so. Kymlicka su ggests that there arc two ways that cultural 
identities could be ha ndled : 

1. External protection, i.e. protecting minority cultural grou ps 
[rom unfair competition by maj ori ty o r dominant groups, and 

2. lnLcrn al rcsu·ict.ions, i.e. demanding that all gro ups, minority 
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or majority, desist from coercing individuals within their cultural fold. 
Kymlicka argues that if minority cultures and marginal groups 

are allowed to h ave competition on equal basis the n the former will 
not be able to make head-way in the ir claims and therefore it is quite 
legitimate if r estrictions are placed on the cultural inroad s of the 
dominant groups into a minority group. However, if individuals within 
the group are restricted on the plea that their exercise of freedom is 
likely to endanger cultural identi ty then such freedoms violate core 
liberties. Curtailing individuals from making their cho ices including 
the ch o ice to exit from their community would be a violation of the 
right to freedom and conseque ntly affects th e construction of the 
self. 

All national groups should have the opportunity to maintain 
them selves as a distinct culture, if they so choose. However, Kymlicka 
fee ls tha t a ll multi-cultura l cla ims need not be g ive n the same 
weightage. Therefo re, all differen ces are not worthy of equal consider
a tion. The differen ces to be affirmed should be ·such tha t th e ir 
suppression would lead to th e endangering of culture or othe r fights. 
H e o ffers suc h examples as the d e m and o f the Sikh e migra n ts 
demanding to wear turbans in the Canadian Army and tl1e claim of 
extreme right wing organisations to practice the ir cult in the na me of 
culture .g6 H e sees the criteria of processing these claims in a liberal 
society differently. For instance, he thinks that economic emigrants 
move to another country voluntarily and therefore they cannot make 
a special claim to culture within the country to which they move because 
when th ey exercise tl1 eir ch oice they do so aware of the risks and 
be nefits of the ir ch oice. However, if th e very sam e emigra nts a re 
refugees they h ave not exercised th c i1· free cho ice and the refore th ey 
cannot be deprived of their cultura l ri gh ts. In such applicatio ns, 
however, Kymlicka gets into a deep conundmm:1; sacrificing the right 
to revisabili ty which h e d efe nds eloquently. After all the self of the 
refugee is as m uch co nstituted through a community anchoring as 
that of the migrant. Denying certain cl aims of the latter is as much 
vio lation of the self as in the case of the former. In fact, one of his 
pref~rre~ solution to avoid economic emigrants is to provide adequate 
foreign a1d to the countries that economic refugees h ai l from. There 
~re no dearth of cri tics to suggest that altl1ough economic emigration 
IS re lated to the situation of the economy in the parent country, 
economic aid need n 0t alleviate it and act as a curb to curtai l the fl ow 
of r·cfugccs. 
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Taylor's regard for the difference principle has been criticised 
on the ground that he does not give adequate consideration to the 
different kinds of diffe rences. There may be differences which do 
not allow other differences to exist. On the other hand Taylor while 
deeply appreciative of Kymlicka's intervention, has argued that 
Kymlicka's exit principle does not adequately consider issues in the 
longer run given the presence of a dominant culture and its 
resources.38 Even if minority cultures adopt a policy of closure still the 
exit principle would deplete their resources much faster than their 
abi)ity to preserve their culture. Kymlicka has also been accused that 
although he refuses to see culture in an essentialist way, when it comes. 
to policy options he generally takes a notion of culture in an essentialist 
fashion. 

Such criticisms apart, Kymlicka's argument tha t rights and 
freedoms cannot be properly advanced without sustaining cultures 
and communities cannot be faulted. 

The Perspective of Knowledge 

One of the most important debates in the philosophy of social sciences 
in this century has been the distinction between social sciences and 
natural sciences. Social enquiry always involves a pre-understanding 
of the subject-matter of study embedded in social relations. Such a 
pre-understanding of the subjec t-matter affects the perception, 
estimation and assessments that the inquiry brings forth. In several 
cases the anticipated consequences of the results of inquiry already 
affect the responses that the inquiry evokes. A great part of our under
sta nding of social reality is parad ig m-specifi c39 o r specific to the 
conceptual frameworks40 that we d eploy towards it. As our under
standing is shaped by conceptual schemes that we deploy, similarly, 
culture, including languages, provides the principles on the basis of 
which the random flow of information communicated by sensation is 
sorted out, evaluated and organised by us. So that those in different 
cultures experience the world significantly different from us. In several 
respects the understanding of those inhabiting different conceptual 
frameworks and cultural worlds is different:11 

Any attempt therefore to deny the cultural and linguistic setting 
of people would involve not merely unleashing violence on them but 
imposi ng one's experience o n othe rs. Agen ts not merely formu la te 
their beliefs, rules and values from their cultures but through their 
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activi ty culture itse lf is recon stituted. De n ying cultural expressio n s, 
the refore, often leads to the reification and essentialisation of cultural 
forms breeding the sam e authoritarian expressions as was expressed 
in the initial d e nial. 

C. MULTIClJLTURALISM AND POLITICAL C::ONCERNS 

The issues that multiculturalism h as ra ised h ave a bearing on a range 
of p olitical con cerns which is not possible to d iscuss here in detail. 
Further, different versions of multicultura lism may suggest different 
alternatives to these concerns. We, h owever, take for granted a version 
of multi-culturalism h ere which is committed to equality of rights and 
at the same time upholds community and identities as not m e re ly 
ioevitable but desirable too. 

For far too long many mod ern states h ave survived on certain 
conceptual constructions of their poli ti es. India is not an exception in 
~is regard a lthough in every case these constructions are organised 
111 a specifi c way. They include notions of nation-state, separation of 
religio n and state, rule of law and the understanding tha t sta tes are 
the sole legitima te actors in di e internatio n a l aren a . The federal 
arrangements, su ch as in India, ser ve primari ly the need of the 
administration rather than as expressio ns of identities. In th ese states 
equality of rights h as been privileged over consideratio n of identities, 
~xcept that of the nation. Sometimes, o the r identities might be brought 
111 by making the m synonymous with the regime of rights. Polities with 
~hese. ~ttributes have led to the marginalisation of communities a nd 
~denuues that are not in tune ' "'i th the m. T h e kn owledges expressed 
111 th~ nation-state and its institutions a re privileged over the under
sta~da~g of communities as knowledge versus fa lseh ood and truth versus 
preJUdice respectively. It has reduced vast masses, pa rticularly those 
bounded in ascriptive identities to sile nce. W here the understanding 
of the State has run into troubled wate rs Mth the self-unde rstanding 
of com muniti es, the state by privi leging its unde r-s ta nding h as 
attempted to suppress the expressio n of communities if it h as n o t 
su cceeded in subordinating them. T he institutions of civil society have 
been actively mobilised to watch over expressio ns of identities tha t do 
not tune up with the reasons of th e state. 

At the same time under th e name of equali ty of righ ts of most of 
these state~ have taken overboa1·d a specific identi ty o r set of iden tities 
as nonnal a lthough th e forma l exp1·essio ns o f the s ta te m ay n o t 
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ackn owledge the same. T herefore, when communities m ake a clamour 
for a space for themselves in a polity th ey might confront not merely 
the state but also this identity cushioned under the state. 

Multi.culturalism relocates the tasks of a state in a basic way. It is 
called upon not m erely to acknowledge differences but to sustain them 
as well. The state cannot claim to be the Leviathan which knows what 
is good for its citizens. Multiculturalism is opposed to state sponsored 
identities, as it would undermine the au thentic constitution of the 
self, as it is to the erasure of ide ntities. 

Multiculturalism relativises the n ation and does not subsciibe to 
the simplistic equation that the nation is state. It sees the state as made 
of m any n ations or communities or con ceives the nation as mad e of a 
myriad of communities and identities where t11e former is in constant 
dialogue with the latter. 

Multiculturalism is an invitation to dialogue. Given our largely 
culture and community bound social existen ce, our knowledge and 
understanding remain necessarily limited. Such a limitation can be 
transcended on ly by ge tting into a n ac tive dialogue with o th e r 
communities and ide ntities. In the process of this dia logue other 
communities may arise, including those who bear multiple and over
ladden identi ties. 

It was poor wisdom to sanitise the public space from the expres
sion of identi ties and communities. In countries like India, identities 
have asserted themselves in ~pite of attempting to delegitimise them 
for reasons of the nation-state. In fact the na tio n has tried to sh ove off 
these identities, from being contenders claiming equality wi th itself, 
to that of the electoral arena. Worse still, sometimes, it has named 
them as in terest groups. For a la rge numbe r· of communities and 
ide ntiti es the1·e cannot be worse deals than these as they stand no 
chance in th e electoral arena and being called upon to function as 
inte rest-groups the terms of the relation with the nation-state are wholly 
set by it. 

Against co-option and displacement iden tities and communities 
have launched struggles for recogni tio n. Tn fact certai n communities 
have resorted even to armed struggles to counteract t11eir electoral 
absorption and to assert t11eir autonomous iden tity. 

In fact, quite often , culture and traditio n cannot be seriously appre
ciated when the nation-state attempts to e ncapsu late the m or drive 
th e m to ta ke up o ppositio n al forms or e ncase them in hig hl y 
panpe ri secl expressio ns such as being in tcn~st groups. G iven that 
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cultures and communities are plural and differentiated, if the nation
state becomes cozy with any one of them it immediately leads to the 
accusation that the state is communal. Indian state, for instance, has 
often come under such accusation. 

The denial of communities has affected our perception of history. 
Those who write the biography of the nation begin from the framework 
of the nation-state which automatically excludes a large of other 
expressions. 

In a country like India, a multicultural approach will reorder 
issu es like the uniform civil code; the demand for states such as 
Uttarkhand and Jharkhand; the insurgent movements in the north
east; the Kashmir question; the Hindutva movement; the conversion 
controversy; etc., which the nation-state has not been able to engage 
with any degree of satisfaction. Policies towards federal units and 
regions, which have been festering sores in India, could see a lot of 
changes. The contours of concerns expressed in backward classes and 
dalit movements are likely to witness major transformations. The 
conflict of sons of the soil and migrants could be reviewed. Similarly 
the conflict between religious communities may undergo a change of 
focus . In fact on all these issues the Indian State has presently reached 
an impasse. 

The way communities have been structured in Canada or Australia 
through the policy of multiculturalism is not necessarily a judgement 
on the scope multiculturalism offers. In fact policies are contingent 
expressions which could be changed significantly on the basis of general 
conceptions. 

This do.es not mean that multiculturalism is a panacea for all the 
ailme n ts of a po li ty or a sp ecific polity such as India. However, if 
conceptual frameworks reord our visio n and pe rceptions, then multi
cultlll'alism as a framework seems to have much to offer. 
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