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Edexcel A2 Political Ideologies

8 Multiculturalism

A Short-answer questions

1
In what sense is multiculturalism a form of communitarianism?

· Communitarianism is the belief that the person is constituted through the community, in the sense that individuals are shaped by the groups to which they belong and thus owe them a debt of respect and consideration.

· Multiculturalism can be seen as a form of communitarianism in that it is rooted in an essentially collective view of human nature, which emphasises that people cannot be understood outside of their society but are intrinsically shaped by the social, cultural and other contexts within which they live and develop. This helps to explain why multiculturalists believe that culture is fundamental to political identity, society being made up of rival cultural groups each seeking recognition and respect.

· Influenced by communitarianism, multiculturalists reject a universalist — that is, individualist — model of personal identity.

2
Why have some multiculturalists criticised liberalism?

Pluralist multiculturalists have criticised the liberal model of cultural diversity, for the following reasons:

· Liberals have only been prepared to endorse cultural beliefs and practices that are compatible with the liberal commitment to individual freedom and personal autonomy — a narrow and self-justifying perspective, according to pluralists.

· Liberals regard liberal democracy as the only legitimate political system, dismissing rival political forms as oppressive or tyrannical.

· Liberals tend to assert universal values that are applicable to all societies and cultures, which pluralist multiculturalists have seen as a form of cultural imperialism.

· Liberals have been reluctant to accept that distinctive cultures and religions should be publicly recognised, as they believe that such issues properly belong in the private sphere rather than the public sphere.

3
Why have conservatives had reservations about multiculturalism?

· The main conservative objection to multiculturalism is that shared values and a common culture are a necessary precondition for a stable and successful society. This is primarily because psychologically imperfect and insecure humans need a common cultural identity for security and stability.

· Conservatives also believe that an evolving organic society, resting on traditional cultural norms and habits, is the best guarantee of social stability and harmony.

· Conservatives thus favour nationalism over multiculturalism. From this perspective, multiculturalism is inherently flawed, multicultural societies being inevitably fractured and conflict-ridden societies in which suspicion, hostility and even violence are commonplace.

B Essay questions

4
To what extent do multiculturalists support diversity and the politics of difference?

Multiculturalists support diversity and the politics of difference for a number of reasons. These include the following:

· Diversity guarantees cultural recognition and therefore counters isolation and powerlessness, helping to advance the interests of minority cultural groups.

· Diversity allows cultural groups to celebrate their identity and benefit from public recognition and respect.

· Diversity benefits society in that it promotes vigour and vibrancy, advancing understanding and fostering cross-cultural tolerance and understanding.

· Diversity is always balanced against unity, and indeed serves unity through the existence of multiple identities.

However, the extent to which multiculturalists support diversity and the politics of difference varies:

· Liberal multiculturalists construe diversity within a liberal framework, being unwilling, for example, to tolerate ideas and practices that are oppressive or illiberal, and being unwilling to compromise the principles of liberal democracy.
· On the other hand, pluralist multiculturalists support ‘deep’ diversity, asserting that all ideological stances and cultural positions are of equal merit, in which case none of them, including liberalism, provides a framework that legitimately restricts diversity and difference.

· Cosmopolitan multiculturalists support diversity but in the interests of cultural mixing, which leads to a higher level of unity in the form of the development of global citizenship.

5
To what extent is multiculturalism compatible with liberalism?

· There is a complex and, in many ways, ambivalent relationship between liberalism and multiculturalism.

· The cornerstone of liberal multiculturalism is a commitment to moral toleration and freedom of choice. Liberalism treats factors such as culture, ethnicity, race, religion and gender as largely irrelevant, because all people should be evaluated as morally autonomous individuals. Thus liberal multiculturalists emphasise the compatibility between multiculturalism and liberalism, highlighting the extent to which toleration and respect for freedom of choice in the moral sphere serves to endorse and legitimise cultural diversity.

· However, liberal toleration is not morally neutral, and only provides a limited endorsement of cultural diversity. In particular, toleration extends only to views, values and social practices that are compatible with personal freedom and autonomy. This implies intolerance towards practices that are oppressive or illiberal. Liberal multiculturalism, moreover, makes an important distinction between ‘private’ and ‘public’ life, seeing the former as a realm of freedom in which people are free to express their cultural, religious and language identity, whereas the latter must be characterised by at least a bedrock of shared civic allegiances. In addition, liberal multiculturalists regard liberal democracy as the only legitimate political system. Thus pluralist multiculturalists argue that liberalism provides, at best, a limited basis for cultural diversity and at worst is associated with the ideas and values of traditionally dominant groups.

· Moreover, some liberals are not only qualified in their endorsement of multiculturalism but positively reject it. The key liberal criticism of multiculturalism is that it poses a threat to individualism, reflected in the core multiculturalist assumption that personal identity is embedded in group or social identity. Multiculturalism is, therefore, just another form of collectivism — and, like all forms of collectivism, it subordinates the rights and needs of the individual to those of the social group. In this sense, it threatens individual freedom and personal self-development. Universalist liberals, therefore, warn that multiculturalism threatens individual liberty and serves to legitimise illiberal and oppressive beliefs.

6
Can multiculturalism be reconciled with any form of nationalism?

· The relationship between multiculturalism and national unity and cohesion is an area of controversy. Many nationalists argue that multiculturalism is inevitably the enemy of national unity. They argue that multiculturalism encourages diversity and an emphasis on cultural differences which makes it difficult, perhaps impossible, to generate a unifying sense of national identity. By this view, stable and successful nations are culturally homogeneous, by contrast with the cultural heterogeneity that multiculturalists seek to promote. Traditional conservatism is one example of this perspective.

· However, multiculturalists argue that they do not see cultural groups as self-governing political entities. Rather, they believe that cultural, ethnic or religious groups can be recognised and respected within a larger nation, the latter being defined by broader civic values and political allegiances that do not conflict with cultural difference. For this view, the multiculturalist quest to achieve diversity within unity is best reflected in the goal of multicultural nationalism.
· Multiculturalism is most compatible with liberal nationalism, and to some extent compatible with anti-colonial nationalism; but it is not compatible with conservative nationalism, and it is least compatible with chauvinist nationalism.
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