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European Policy and Practice towards Ethnic Minorities                     

Bhikhu Parekh: The Political Structure of Multicultural Society

1.Central Quotation: ”Minorities have a right to maintain and transmit their ways of life, and denying it to them is both indefensible and likely to provoke resistance.”(Parekh, p.197)

2.Argument: Parekh argues that the demand for total assimilation springs from intolerance of differences, and a society which feels threatened by differences is a weakly held society which lack the confidence and willingness to live with these differences. A person who wishes to assimilate into a dominant culture shall be able to do so, and also get help to do so. However, assimilation must never be imposed on anyone, as this will cause unwillingness to do so. In Parekh’s view, assimilation is not necessary to ensure political unity and should not be a precondition to equal citizenship. A culturally diverse society is both desirable and is to be regarded as a valuable asset. While respecting people’s culture, one will earn their loyalty and thereby facilitate for integration into a wider society, at this will give them courage and confidence to interact with other cultures. (Parekh p.196)

3.Question: Today, there has been more than forty years since assimilationism was the dominant approach among scholars. (Cornell, Hartmann p.69) However, the focus on minority groups’ rights to follow their cultural beliefs, and their rights to be treated as equal still remains an issue to some extent in many (if not most) culturally diverse societies. Although I think issues such as equality between minority and majority groups are extremely important, I would like to address the fact that ethnic minorities also have responsibilities when it comes to integration. For a person to able to function in a society, he or she has to acquire sufficient knowledge about the society in which he or she wishes to be treated as equal. It is a fact that a considerable amount of immigrants (for example in Norway) never gain good enough language skills, and thereby exclude themselves from several arenas in everyday life, e.g. work, politics and so on. This can again contribute in increasing prejudices, as lacks of proper communication certainly do not diminish possible alienation and racism. So although assimilation is a free choice and ethnic minorities should not suffer under having different values and religions than the majority, people, such as immigrants, should also, in my opinion, have a certain responsibility for fitting into the various (multiculturalist) societies. In think that a society should be allowed to make some demands towards the different minority groups when practicing a multiculturalist approach, hence practicing the notion that integration demands the effort from two parts, and not only the dominant culture. Nationalism and racism exists both among minority and majority groups in a society. 

4.Experiential Connection: Having grown up in a multiculturalist society (Norway) I have seen the challenges these societies encounter. It is difficult to adopt a policy that will not undermine any minority groups in a society made up of a lot of minorities and one majority. Although Norway strongly facilitates for ethnic minorities to be able to follow their own culture (e.g. building and subsidizing mosques, special schools etc.) the society’s politics and profile is largely aimed the majority.  I do not see how any the different models described in the text could fit exactly on my native country’s approach to ethnic minorities. In Norway one can easily see that the different groups have very different needs and wishes when it comes to adapting to a larger majority. I also think that the demand for assimilation can be much bigger and tougher within a small ethnic group than in the society as a whole, and sometimes integration or assimilation into the majority group can be the a very small problem compared to that of the different ethnic groups as 

5.Textual Connection: Although equality among humans is something we definitely should strive for, it seems that racism is something that in many cases comes easier than mutual respect. Pierre Van den Berghe writes that racism inevitably follow “whenever variance in inherited physical appearance is greater between groups than within groups.” Van den Berghe explains this by saying “sociality is synonymous with discrimination.” (van den Berghe, p. 60)

6.Implications: Parekh arguments imply that integration will happen when people respect each other’s cultures and thereby give them confidence to interact with people from other cultures. I think this is an extremely important point, however when taking Van den Berghe’s view into consideration, one can doubt if there will eever be something such as a racist free society. 
References:
Parekh, Bhiku (2000) Rethinking Multiculturalism: Chapter /: The political Structure of Multicultural Society

Van den Berghe, Pierre “Does race Matter?” in Hutchinson, John, Smith, Anthony eds.(1996) Ethnicity,Oxford- New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 28-31

Cornell, Stephen and Hartmann, Douglas(1998)Ethnicity and Race. Making Identities in a Changing World, Pine Forge Press/ A Sage Publication Company

