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1
Is Multiculturalism Appropriate
for the Twenty-first Century?

The 1960s were a time for asserting the singular character
of the human race. Nazism had asserted the irreducible
difference between Aryan, Jew, Slav and so on but it had
been defeated and anti-racism was on the march. Martin
Luther King Jr and his followers proclaimed humanity’s
essential sameness, that nothing differentiated whites
and blacks other than skin colour and few outside the
besieged laager of apartheid were willing to defend separate development. The imperial idea of ‘the White Man’s
burden’ of ruling ‘the lesser breeds without the Law’ was
regarded as an embarrassing anachronism if not a matter
of shame amongst white youth. Yet it was also the time
for the celebration of difference. A time when people were
not only encouraged to ‘do their own thing’ but when
African-Americans started to assert a new black historical
pride and the need for a specifically black political mobilization. Some women focused on their sexual differences
from men and postulated that women were naturally more
caring, consensual and empathetic. For gays the company
of co-sexuals became a necessity in order for them to
explore the nature of homosexuality and to allow it to be
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its own thing in its own space without shame or copying
heterosexuality.
At the very same moment that the related ideas of
humanism, human rights and equal citizenship had reached
a new ascendancy, claims of group difference as embodied
in the ideas of Afrocentricity, ethnicity, femaleness, gay
rights and so on became central to a new progressive politics. It was a politics of identity: being true to one’s nature
or heritage and seeking with others of the same kind public
recognition for one’s collectivity. One term which came to
describe this politics, especially in the United States, is
‘multiculturalism’.
Multiculturalism also has a more restricted meaning, especially in Britain and other parts of Europe. Here
we are said to have become a multicultural society not
so much by the emergence of a political movement but
by a more fundamental movement of peoples. By immigration – specifically, the immigration from outside Europe,
of non-white peoples into predominantly white countries.
Here, then, the political idea of multiculturalism – the
recognition of group difference within the public sphere of
laws, policies, democratic discourses and the terms of a
shared citizenship and national identity – while sharing
something in common with the political movements
described above has a much narrower focus. Perhaps the
narrower and the broader meanings of multiculturalism
– focusing on the consequences of immigration and on the
struggles of a range of marginalized groups or on group
differences per se – cannot be entirely separated from each
other. The narrower meaning might reasonably be construed as a part, a strand, of the larger current. Nevertheless, post-immigration multiculturalism has its own
distinctive concerns and sensibilities which can be distorted or obscured if we see it in generic multicultural
terms. It may have connections with racism, which may
be quite different when the right to settle is not an issue;
or, it may have connections with sexism which can only
be attended to when there is sensitivity to culturally
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differentiated sexual norms or gender roles. Moreover,
even within the narrower post-immigration phenomenon,
the issues can vary between countries. In some countries,
racism and the legacy of colonialism may be central; in
others, the concern may be how to convert a condition of
guest worker into citizen when the former condition offers
no opportunity to exercise democratic power. Beginning
with a larger idea of multiculturalism tends, as I will illustrate in the next chapter in the case of the philosopher,
Will Kymlicka, to distort, even marginalize, some of the
specific contemporary issues in relation to the politics of
post-immigration, especially in western Europe.
The first countries to speak of themselves as having
become multicultural societies were, perhaps not surprisingly, countries which have a long, historical experience of
immigration and indeed which have been built up out of
immigration, namely, Canada, Australia and the United
States. Their previous histories of migration and settlement
meant that migrants were more readily seen as prospective
co-citizens and the nation was seen as multiethnic in its
source, even if till the 1960s and 1970s, assimilation
(anglo-conformity) was what was expected from migrants
and certainly their children. Most of these historical
migrants were of European descent but, as migration policies were loosened to allow non-whites, there was a sense
both that the new migrants were more culturally different
than many of their predecessors and that assimilation was
not acceptable as a policy. As part of, or because of, the
wider political acceptance of ‘difference’ mentioned above,
it was felt that the migrants should be able to retain their
distinct cultures while they adapted to working and living
in their new countries. No doubt some assimilation would
take place but it should not be required.1
In the decades that followed, some western European
societies, especially Britain, the Netherlands and Sweden,
began to follow suit. Western Europe had been importing
labour, particularly between the late 1940s and the oil
crisis of 1973, to rebuild its postwar economies, and the
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inward flow carried on as dependants and other kin, legally
and illegally, joined the migrants, as the economic cycle
created new labour demand and refugees sought shelter.
Most European countries do not collect data on non-white
citizens and residents, only on foreigners, so all figures
are guess estimates, but it seems that more than 5 per cent
and possibly up to 10 per cent of citizens and residents
of EU15 are of non-European descent. Currently most
of the largest, especially the capital, cities of northwest
Europe are about 15–30 per cent non-white (i.e., people
of non-European descent). Even without further largescale immigration, being a young, fertile population, these
proportions will grow for at least one generation more
before they stabilize, reaching or exceeding 50 per cent
of some cities in the next decade or so. The trend will
include some of the larger urban centres of southern
Europe. A high degree of racial/ethnic/religious mix in
its principal cities will be the norm in twenty-first century
Europe, and will characterize its national economic,
cultural and political life, as it has done in twentieth (and
will do so in the twenty-first) century US. Of course
there will be important differences too between western
Europe and the US. Amongst these is that the majority
of non-whites in the countries of Europe are Muslims;
the UK, where Muslims form about a third of non-whites
or ethnic minorities, is an exception. With an estimated
over 15 million Muslims in western Europe today, about
four per cent of the population (Savage 2004), they
are larger than the combined populations of Finland,
Denmark and Ireland. For this, if for no other reason,
Muslims have become central to the merits and demerits
of multiculturalism as a public policy in western Europe,
though it is to state the obvious that, at least since the
attacks of 11 September 2001, Muslim migrants and settlers have come under new political and security scrutiny
even in countries in which Muslims form a relatively small
proportion of recent settlers, such as the US, Canada and
Australia.
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The recognition that a society had become multiethnic
or multicultural was not simply about demographics or
economics. It was an understanding that a new set of challenges were being posed for which a new political agenda
was necessary (or alternatively, had to be resisted: the view
of certain conservatives, nationalists and French republicans). While this politics was connected with the wider
meanings of multiculturalism mentioned above, and was
entwined with issues of racial equality, I shall here mean
by multiculturalism the political accommodation of minorities formed by immigration to western countries from
outside the prosperous West.

A New Idea but not a Comprehensive
Political Philosophy
There have been many multicultural societies in the past,
especially outside European nation-states, for example, in
the Ottoman Empire, where the levels of religious tolerance and accommodation (shown by Muslim rulers
towards Jews and Christians) were much greater than
those found in western Europe till recent times. Some
contemporary societies are much more deeply multicultural than the societies that are the focus of this book. The
former include countries like India, which has many millions of followers of most of the major world religions, as
well as being the home of many smaller-sized religions,
dozens of ethnic groups, over twenty official languages and
so on.
The deep communal cultural diversity that characterizes
countries like India, no less than the territorial nationalisms of the Quebecois, for instance, or claims of indigenous peoples, is beyond the scope of my theme. The
concern here is with the relatively limited diversity caused
by large-scale immigration of people perceived to be ‘different’, who do not simply melt away into the populations
they have settled amongst but are ethnically visible and
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so various multicultural, multiethnic, multifaith urban
dynamics come to be and do not seem to be short term
only. The ‘difference’ in question is typically marked by
various forms of racism and similar forms of ideologies as
the migrants come from societies or groups that have been
historically ruled and/or perceived as inferior by the societies into which they have settled. Yet the latter are typically
also liberal democracies. That is to say they are places in
which – compared to the norm in the world, past and
present – an ethical primacy is given to the individual and
individual rights are politically fundamental. Relatedly,
embedded institutionally are ideas of equality of participation in national self-determination, in democratic processes
and public participation, which make up the practice of
citizenship and debates – including serious contestations
– about how equal citizenship is to be extended.
This is what makes contemporary multiculturalism a
new political idea, a new ‘-ism’. It arises in the context of
liberal or social democratic egalitarianism and citizenship
whereas earlier manifestations of similar political ideas
were in the absence of political citizenship, where the
minorities and majorities alike were subjects of the crown/
emperor. Hence it is not right to look at the pioneering
policy developments in Canada as a ‘return to an ancient
pattern. . . . Specifically, Canada is finding space for the
classical, Islamicate model that existed into the modern era
only to be eradicated, not by colonialism, but the triumphalism of the West’ (Sardar 2004: 29).2 This does not
mean that multiculturalism is simply a liberal idea, an
outgrowth of liberalism. But nor is it a political philosophy
in its own right, if by that is meant a comprehensive
theory of politics. The closest it has come to that, in my
opinion, is in Bhikhu Parekh’s tour de force, Rethinking
Multiculturalism (2000). Yet even though Parekh does
seem to treat multiculturalism as a philosophy and argues,
for example, that all the functions of the state have to be
reconceived in the light of it, for they are currently conceived within the ideas that the state represents national

