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Kenan Malik: The meaning of multiculturalism

1. Central quotation: “Just as the discourse of culture has recast the concept of race in a new form, so multiculturalism represents not a means to an equal society, but an alternative to one, where equality has given way to toleration of difference, and indeed of inequality... In the final analysis both philosophies [multiculturalism and a racial viewpoint of society] attempt to impute rational meaning to inequality.” 1

2. Argument: Malik draws a clear continuity between the so-called plural societies in colonies during the XIXth  and till the Second World War and our multicultural societies. In those plural societies racial differences were an explanation to social differences, and as a matter of consequence, there was no integration of minorities, each group living apart and sharing minimalist administrative structures. According to the author, our current multicultural societies function on the same scheme. In the post-war era, politicians and sociologists have adopted anthropologist vocabulary: the concept of race was abandoned, banned, and emerged this of ethnicity. Many authors argue that ethnicity stresses cultural differences, definitions of ethnies are not given and are dynamic. This new liberal discourse is indeed a fallacious, politically correct, means to speak about racial differences. Malik tries here to warn this dubious deviation in the language. He insists on the fact that, finally, there are few differences between the definition of race and this of ethnicity, especially in theirs consequences on the structure of societies. Multicultural discourse and policies didn't lead to an equal society although to a new segregated society.

3. Question: Drawing such continuity forgets maybe one crucial point: how minorities are considered and respected by the majority. During the colonialism, such consideration could be assimilated as a kind of paternalism. Today, the aim of multiculturalism is not only to preserve cultural differences and leading each ethnic group following its own path of development. I sincerely believe that multicultural policies tries to respect ethnic differences, not as a means of isolation, of segregation, but as a means to perform a new kind of melting pot. Malik stresses only one possible consequence of multicultural society, which prevents any kind of integration. We should on the contrary argue that multicultural approach doesn't deny dynamic perspectives in which ethnic groups influence each other to produce new culture, without forgetting traditional, ethnic patterns specific to each group.

4. Experiential connection: Malik's assertion still remains interesting because multicultural approaches are not idealistic and especially theirs social results. In the United Kingdom, multicultural policies produced communautarism, and we can hardly find any cohesion in the whole society. Furthermore, one can't deny that certain ethnic groups are more concerned by joblessness, criminality, poverty. If multicultural society is not a miraculous solution to social and ethnic inequalities, the idea of national integration proved to be inefficient also. In France, such conception didn't manage to produce an equal society. De facto, ethnic segregation exists too, but no one recognises it, multicultural discourse isn't admitted, and it is probably harder to find solutions to inequalities when politicians refuse to consider the problem.

5. Textual connection: John Rex proposes a preciser definition of what a multicultural society can be. Such definition is elaborating thanks to a crucial distinction, this between public and private spheres. “One might envisage a society which is unitary in the public domain but which encourages diversity in what are thought of as private or communal matters.”2 Such multicultural society is able to produce a shared “civic culture”.3 The distinction between private and public spheres is at first sight very useful but, at least, isn't there any interaction between? If different ethnic groups are recognised in the same society, common institutions would be equally well adapted for all those different publics? The educational system, if we consider it as public institution, would it be completely neutral? 

6. Implications: The most important according Malik's analysis seems to be aware of this fallacious new rational explanation of inequalities in society. Multicultural discourse is often a superficial and fashion one, used by politicians and administrative services without caring of differences between concepts such as ethnicity or race, multicultural or plural society, ignoring Rex's distinction, even if we consider it as difficult to establish. Furthermore, in consecutive policies, multicultural considerations imply a stigmatisation of immigrants. They are always considered as different, belonging to other ethnic group, which prevent them from integrating. Such stigmatisation produces the contrary effect of the original aim of multiculturalism, producing an equal society.
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