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1.CENTRAL QUOTATION. “(…) as long as these pluralist structures (multiple legal, jurisdictional etc. systems for multiple groups – note by mm) do not violate three normative conditions, they can be quite compatible with a universalist deliberative democracy model. I call these the conditions of egalitarian reciprocity, voluntary self-ascription, and freedom of exit and association (…)”1
2. ARGUMENTATION. The text I deal with is merely a portion of a book which represents only meaningful unit for the synthetic interpretation, and for that reason I chose to adopt in summing up the author’s argumentation more or less the same order as she follows herself. 
     Straight away in Preface, she makes clear two basic points that underpin much of her reasoning: a) that “cultures are constituted through contested practices” (p. viii), which is to say, adopting social-constructivist approach to the subject, that presumptions of monolithic, pure and static character of cultural identities is dubious, and b) that she speaks from the position of democratic theorist, repeatedly distinguished from one of multicultural theorist. Basically, this position is one of supporting “struggles for recognition” (terms of Ch. Taylor, N. Fraser) or “identity/difference movements” (I. Young) etc. under the condition they apply for political and institutional inclusion, justice and “cultural fluidity” (p. ix) at the same time as they apply for cultural recognition, even if success of this claim was to mean the hybridization of both majority and minority cultures. The most strongly she opposes so-called strong or mosaic multiculturalism which aims to preserve imagined cultural purity which, due to her argumentation, never really existed, and to maintain clear-cut boundaries between sociocultural systems.
     In Chapter 1, she points to remnants of romantic, Herderian concept of culture as expressing uniqueness and individuality (Geist, we could say) of each human group that unproblematically “owns” this single, undivided culture, and as an object which is easily and unambigously delimited. She calls this complex of beliefs the “reductionist sociology of culture” (p. 4) and points to its impact on contemporary legal and political philosophy. 
     Her own version of social constructivism tends to emphasize narrative view of actions and culture. First of all, Benhabib considers it essential to distinguish in an analysis of culture the position of the social observer from that of the social agent. While the former as well as local elites reduce observed cultures to unitary phenomena so that they could understand and control them better, the later – the participants – “experience their traditions, stories, rituals and symbols, tools, and material living conditions through shared, albeit contested and contestable, narrative accounts” (p. 5). This is clearly not a metaphor, for two reasons or, rather, in two orders: 1) human beings identify almost all social behaviour as a certain “type of doing” (p. 6) via accounts given of that doing (first-order deeds), and 2) these actions are evaluated through second-order narratives encompassing certain norms, which form the system or “the horizon” (p. 7) usually called culture. This is Benhabib’s elaboration on the basic claim that cultural differences are socially constructed and that “us” always already contains the “other” within; she views nation-building projects as species of these productive narrative strategies. It is important to stress that cultural elements used in the nation-building projects can’t be arbitrary. She comments on the creation of modern Turkish nation by Kemal Ataturk: “They had to fit together; they had to tell a story and perform a narrative that made sense, that was plausible and coherent (…)” (p. 10) – if the constructed identity was to be really effective. In her social-constructivist approach, Benhabib tries not to over-emphasize neither the “structural” imperatives of the economy, bureaucracy and the like, neither the “cultural” ones attempting to somehow fix identity crisis and dilemmas, e.g. by broad social mobilization of the nation-building type. 
     Later on in Chapter 1, she establishes the normative principles of her reasoning that she names a communicative or discourse ethics. Her reading of the term “discourse” is roughly equivalent to the deliberative human interaction based on dialogue; we can see that she stills operates in domain of the primarily linguistic interpretation of culture. She distinguishes three types of “practical discourses”: moral discourses about universal norms of justice, ethical discourses about concepts of the good life, and political-pragmatic discourses about the feasible. There are two basic normative preconditions for practical discourses: universal respect and egalitarian reciprocity. On the other hand, these discourses or, more precisely, the actual participation of all concerned subjects in them, is the source of certain legitimacy for the establishment of all norms. This is mainly because discourses “are dialogic processes through which we not only concretize and contextualize the meaning of such norms; we also determine what kind of a problem is being debated” (p. 12). The cultural-contextual cleavages between the participants’ thought can be such than not only their understanding of various abstract ideas and norms differs (and henceforth the concretization is wanted) but it may be even unclear what kind of problem or what type of practice they are talking about – whether it is religious, cultural, moral, aesthetic etc. To simplify, we could say discourses serve as a tool to attain an intersubjective clarification of the problem in question, and also to enact the “resignification” (p. 13) of the meanings which shift simultaneously with the culture framing them. Benhabib declares her proclivity to interactive universalism, distinguished sharply from substitionalist one. While the latter operates with single definition of human agency and rationality, therefore understands the participants in dialogue as universalised, abstract individuals and restricts the potential subject of practical discourses to “what each can will or choose, in conjuction with all, to be a universal law” (p. 14), the former is perceived as generally more open, for it takes into account specific identities of conversation partners and is able to include non-human and non-rational moral beings capable of sentience, speech and action as well. The crucial feature of interactive universalism is that “the boundaries of moral discourses are set only by the extent of our doings as a consequence of which we affect one another’s well being and freedom” (p. 14).
     It seems to be natural implication of the narrative view of culture that individual identities (selves) are constructed via narrativity as well. To be oneself is to be thrown into “webs of interlocution” (p. 15) and to know how to properly react when one is addressed and how to properly address others (in the anthropology of kinship, there is related concept of the “rule of reciprocity” which regulates addressing between relatives: when A who is male addresses B as a “cousin”, it undoubtedly means that A must be addressed by B as an “uncle”). We participate in multiple dialogues which define our gender, linguistic, collective, class etc. identities; our uniqueness is in our capacity to combine these different narrative elements into one coherent “individual life story” (notice the similarity with nation-building!). In a culture, historically specific “grammar” obviously exists and restricts the possible forms our life stories can take, privileging the standard forms; nevertheless, there always stays some space for creativity and subversion. Here roots another point of her departure from mosaic multiculturalism which, she claims, strives to pick out single central narrative as privileged over others in the constitution of the group members’ identities. Benhabib considers the selves to be shaped by multiple collective affinities. From normative point of view, she defends the autonomy of individual to choose narratives that will be combined in his/her specific life story, by which stance she also displays how much her philosophy is embedded in liberal-democratic thought.
     Chapter 1 culminates by laying out a dynamic model of identity groups. Basically, Benhabib proposes that debates over politics of identity or politics of recognition turn away from the emphasis on what the claim-raising groups are in terms of, say, their discrimination, exclusion etc., and that we rather concentrate on what these groups demand in the very moment. The preoccupation of the communitarian branches of multiculturalism with the classifying, delimiting and describing supposedly homogeneous and static cultural systems is the source of their inability to adequately reflect e.g. the common process of the channelling of class politics into ethnic politics. Political inclinations are not determined by group identity, if anything as simple and unitary exists, and at the first sight very similar types of groups can in practice adopt almost perfectly contrasted political stances. 
     What are practical implications of all this? The model of universalism she defends is based on the support for the highest inclusion of minorities and their narrative self-identifications into common public sphere shaped by norms and institutions promoting intercultural equality and justice. At the same time, she has to acknowledge currently this model is in certain crisis. Anyway, she considers plurality of legal, jurisdictional etc. structures to be compatible with universalist democratic model under three normative conditions (see central quotation) directly derived from a dynamic model of identity groups and from the concept of narrative self-construction. Egalitarian reciprocity means that members of any minority must not, “in virtue of their membership status, be entitled to lesser degrees of civil, political, economic, and cultural rights than the majority” (p. 19). The condition of voluntary self-ascription means membership in an identity group shouldn’t be ascribed and shouldn’t be under rule of a group; on the contrary, a group should permit the highest possible degree of the freedom of an individual to self-identify, and indeed it is desirable that at certain point of their lives all adults be asked whether they want to stay members of their community of origin. Finally, freedom of exit and association says it all by it very designation; intermarrying also shouldn’t represent the imperative to leave the community. Under these conditions, the balance between democratic equality and justice on the one hand and the legal pluralism on the other is provided for.
     Almost at the end of Chapter 1, Benhabib criticizes Rawls’ theory of political liberalism strictly dividing the public sphere of representational institutions dealing solely with “constitutional essentials” from the more specific institutional arrangements and policies and from the private sphere inhabited by autonomous individuals who are free to create their own ideas of the good life. While she accepts both the autonomy of individuals and the respect towards constitutional essential, she is philosophically closer to the deliberative democracy model of J.Habermas. Here, the institutions of public sphere are but one site of political dialogue and formation of will. The other sites are various social movements – unofficial public sphere, which channels better the interests of groups in question.
     In Chapter 2, the author concentrates on the deconstruction of the notion of supposed ethnocentrism implied in all universalism(s) and of the radical incommensurability between cultures. First of all, she holds that ever-repeated opinion that “universalism is ethnocentric” reflects the anxiety of the West – about the “other” within “us”, and about “us” within the “other”. The claim of ethnocentric nature of “our” universalism serves to protect false homogeneity and specificity of both Western and “different” cultures, which view she disputes by some historical examples how the civilizations intertwined and influenced each other. In the end, the assertion that universalism is ethnocentric turns out to be nothing more than continuation of the original ethnocentrism in different terms. As Benhabib regards universalism as necessary grounds for the right to cultural self-determination, she goes on by differentiating between four basic types of universalism which share their rootedness in a certain form of belief. The symptom of the first one is the belief in some fundamental human essence shared by all human beings – she classes here not only essentialists (Hobbes, Hume, Adam Smith), but also existentialists (Sartre). The second –– type is characterized by considering specifically Western procedures of inquiry, evidence and questioning to be valid procedures of “objective” or “neutral” philosophical reason (Habermas, Dworkin, Rawls, Putman etc.). This view has been repeatedly attacked by e.g. Foucault and Lyotard. The third universalism has a moral content and believes that all human beings “are to be considered moral equals and are therefore to be treated as equally entitled to moral respect” (p. 27). And finally the fourth type has a legal meaning and entitles all human beings to varying extents or degrees (basic, plus social, economic and cultural rights) of legally defined rights. Especially the fourth type seems to be plausible even if simultaneous beliefs typical for the universalisms of first and second type lack – “universalism, like justice, can be political without being metaphysical” (p. 28).   
     Other topics of Chapter 2 are the relativist concepts of incommensurability, incompatibility and untranslatability originating from the philosophy of language. While she accords them certain validity, due to her opinion the ‘radical incommensurability’ is incoherent philosophical position and she illustrates this claim on analysis of Lyotard's conceptions of “regimen” and différend. Lyotard holds that the phrases as the most elementary unit of analysis are constituted according to multiple set of rules (“regimens”, such as interrogating, knowing, showing, ordering and classifying); on more abstract analytic level, these form “genres of discourse”. These regimens and genres are heterogeneous and irreducible to a common low, common rule of judgment; they’re untranslatable and heterogeneous, and the same applies to whole linguistic and conceptual systems. Benhabib opposes Lyotard in following manner: “If frameworks, linguistic or conceptual, are so radically incommensurable, then we would not even be able to know that much; our ability to describe a framework as a framework in the first place rests upon the possibility that we can identify and select certain features of these other frameworks as sufficiently like ours to be characterized as conceptual activities in the first place” (p. 30). If languages really were radically incommensurable, than we would identify a speech in language we don’t master merely as series of sounds, such as falling of waterfall. If the same applied to cultures, anthropologists could never identify foreign rituals as rituals, games as games etc. Benhabib has got serious moral reservations against the concept of incommensurability, for it precludes understanding in communication, which is not only cognitive but moral and political act as well. It should be added that the form of “strong” cultural relativism she raises her criticism against is not very common in contemporary social/cultural anthropology and has to deal rather with philosophy.
      Still, she accords partial truth to cultural relativism which she calls the hermeneutic truth and which can be summed by quote “Tout comprendre c’est tout pardonner”. Once again, the underlying emphasis on intersubjectivity and interaction in Benhabib’s work is evident here. When we study different cultures, with our increasing sense of understanding our sense of (moral) relativity increases as well; and even if Benhabib doesn’t explicitly say so, I think she would agree with the statement that from the other side the “ability to forgive” is a prerequisite to the ability to understand. She refers to well-known Gadamer’s hermeneutic image of horizons melting or merging one into another, so that she could express the necessity of situating oneself onto the cognitive position of the other in order to comprehend the other. Today, with the economics more and more globalized, the easiness with which goods, persons, informations and images circulate around the planet, cross-cultural communication and exchange takes on form of “real confrontation”. Basically, the difference is that this confrontation doesn’t produce merely a community of conversation, but also a community of interdependence (ecological, economic, military…). Thus, in this situation of interdependence there is genuine need or pragmatic imperative for pluralist ethical universalism on a global scale, one operating as an environment where “the boundaries of the community of conversation extend as far as our never-ending attempts to understand, interpret, and communicate with the other(s)” (p. 36). Not only has such universalism to be pluralistically enlightened, it must be historically enlightened as well – able to absorb historical lessons of moral transformations, of moral learning stimulated by peaceful communication as well as confrontations, by commerce as well as wars.
     Last problem we shall touch on is that of, so to speak, moral relativism. One cannot but agree that every culture has its own moral discourse(s), and as an anthropologist I hold these must be an object to moral relativism. Still, if the cultures function as equal participants in a dialogue or a “community of conversation”, the moral discourses of each culture concerns all the rest insofar as they have to deal with their interests. The question is – can we separate moral discourses from cultural discourses or cultural contexts, in other words, can we actually escape from the inevitability to draw conclusions about whole cultures from our judgments of their moral discourses? Benhabib attempts to resolve this kind of holistic paradox by analytic differentiation between “the moral, which concerns what is right or just for all insofar as we are considered simply as human beings; the ethical, which concerns what is appropriate for us as we are members of specific collectivity (…); and the evaluative, which concerns what we individually or collectively hold to be valuable, worth striving for, and essential to human happiness” (p. 40). Thus, we should insist that all cultures respect moral norms, and mind our own business in ethical and evaluative matters; the other aspect of Benhabib’s opposition against holism is the possibility to reject only those cultural traits that we condemn, and accept or even admire those we don’t. She admits that the proposed analytic differentiation is from the larger part invention of modernity, and that there are still cultures that consider e.g. women’s and children’s rights to be ethical, not moral question. To this fact she doesn’t supply any normative resolution and only states that international discourse on these rights gradually changes the situation towards greater compatibility.
3. QUESTION. Of course, the more normative answers a text provides the more questions it raises. For me, amongst the most interesting and/or crucial are:
a) Is the claim that even completely independent sociocultural systems should conform to universal moral norms still to be considered as an implication of the interactive/plural universalism, or rather of a different universalism?

b) Is it possible for the participants in “communities of conversation” to be actually equal in the situation of the growing structural inequality on a global scale? (This applies to above-mentioned “international discourses” as well, controlled largely by the West.)

c) Is there an option to secure the legitimacy of legal universalism in face of the rejection of certain cultures to participate in a dialogue on the topic of their moral discourses? If there is, is it viable to “export” our legal norms or even to impose them in the fashion we witness today?
4. EXPERIENTIAL CONNECTION. It’s quite hard to relate a text with this degree of abstraction to empirical experience, but for me, very primary and natural-like association was that between the hermeneutic truth of cultural relativism and the field work conducted in social/cultural anthropology. As an anthropologist, one doesn’t have any alternatives to the process of melting and merging of horizons; he has to accept all the potentially alien norms and standards (moral, ethical, aesthetic…) in order to understand them. This step is followed by yet another phase of the translation back into the cognitive language of the anthropologist’s society of origin. If anthropology accepted the concept of radical untranslatability, anthropology  would become impossible. 
5. TEXTUAL CONNECTION. “Political society is not neutral between those who value remaining true to the culture of our ancestors and those who might want to cut loose in the name of some individual goal of self-development. It might be argued that one could after all capture a goal like survivance for a proceduralist liberal society. One could consider the French language, for instance, as a collective resource that individuals might want to make use of, and act for its preservation, just as one does for clean air or green spaces. But this can't capture the full thrust of policies designed for cultural survival. It is not just a matter of having the French language for those who might choose it. This might be seen as the goal of some of the measures of federal bilingualism over the last twenty years. But it also involves making sure that there is a community of people here in the future that will want to avail itself of the opportunity to use the French language. Policies aimed at survival actively seek to create members of the community, for instance, in their assuring that future generations continue to identify as French-speakers. There is no way that these policies could be seen as just providing a facility to already existing people.”2 
     We could consider this quotation from Charles Taylor on Canadian bilingualism to be an emblematic example of just the type of “mosaic multiculturalism” Seyla Benhabib opposes to so passionately. The idea of such policy – in effect forcing French Quebecois to speak French – is antithetic to almost all of her notions: it presents static and homogenizing model of a culture and its boundaries; it ignores the class basis of these policies in favour of underlying the ethnic ones; and hardly can it be found compatible with her three normative conditions for the existence of plural institutional structures in liberal-democratic societies.
6. IMPLICATIONS. In my opinion, this text has implications especially for the internal politics of multicultural states and for global politics. In case of powerful global agents such as USA, it is desirable to step away from the mindless imposition of their norms and to analyze at first what kind of phenomena on both sides – the dominating and the dominated – is really at stake. On the state level, the policy balancing the right to cultural self-determination with the three normative conditions laid out in Chapter 1 should be implemented.
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