The Political Structure of Multicultural Society 

by Bhikhu Parekh

In this article the authors main hypotheses is based around the theory of a multicultural society.   He makes his way through various different political integration methods giving the positives and negatives as he sees them of both.   “Since human beings are attached to and shaped by their culture and their self respect is closely bound up with respect for it, the basic respect we owe to our fellow humans extends to their culture and their cultural community aswell”
.   This statement is made in the second paragraph and is a central theme as the author expounds on the different needs of a multicultural society and exemplifies those needs with cases taken from history and modern society.   However, the author states later “a morally and culturally neutral state which makes no moral demands on its citizens and is equally hospitable to all cultures and conceptions of the good is logically impossible”
.   So compromise is required as Parekh explains in the examples of the concessions made to the ultra-orthodox Jews in the state of Israel in order to include them in a new state.

However, while the author theorises some interesting concepts he always falls short of description of a model for a multicultural society.   This leaves the reader with a sense of non-cohesion at the end of the article.   I found it interesting how the author’s use of societal models interchanges between the past and present and makes theories and ideas he uses throughout the article more user friendly to the reader.   The use of examples from the past also shows how in the past in a number of cases peaceful coexistence was possible contrary to the current situation where racial and religious intolerance are rife throughout the world, including in the so-called ‘developed world’.

I find the text to be quite true to life in that most of the arguments and statements made in it are self-evident in current society.   The article demonstrates how difficult it is for any culture or part of society be it ‘we’, ‘they’ or ‘them’ to coexist together with differing views on the general principles the author assigns to political structures; structure of authority, justice and collective rights.   As the author says “the demand for total assimilation springs from intolerance of differences, and for the intolerant even the smallest differences are a source of deep unease”
.   In my own country (Ireland), the Travelling or Gypsy culture has been a prevailing minority throughout the past century with majority society, in the form of the government repeatedly attempting to integrate them through a re-interpretation of their nomadic lifestyle as laziness.   Currently, however local authorities are trying through liaison personnel to establish links between the Travelling and settled communities in order to create an awareness and understanding of the lifestyle and customs of the Travelling people in order for them to be more accepted rather than assimilated into majority culture.

This article demonstrates the difficulties of assimilation of even the smallest differences into the mainstream of accepted society.   Even with the existence of terms like ‘melting pot’ majority society is still on the whole plagued by unwillingness, whether rooted in fear, ignorance or just non-understanding of other cultures to accept differences among people.   The example given in the text of an adolescent Indian girl’s insistence that her parents not speak Urdu is a sad example of how young people are being taught that one must be the same as everyone else if one wishes to fit in.   Acceptance of other cultures can lead to greater understanding of ourselves and of the human race as a whole, but until majority society can learn to accept what they see as the concept that it is and not try to change it into something they understand then I think that assimilation will remain the norm.
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