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Bhikhu Parekh (2000): The political Structure of Multicultural Society

1. “If we are to develop a coherent political structure for a multicultural society, we need to appreciate the importance of both unity and diversity and establish a satisfactory relationship between them. Since different multicultural societies have different histories and traditions and include different kinds of cultural diversity, each needs to develop its own appropriate political structure.” (p. 206)

2. Parekh starts with some considerations about cultural diversity which represent for him a valuable collective asset being desirable for society. He states that if the cultural differences would be accepted as being normal, minority cultures would not have to ground themselves in religion or ethnicity (p.199). These both are given too much importance and over-politicized. Then he looks at the four different concepts of (political) integration and is concluding, that the assimilationists ignore claims of diversity, the millet theory ignores unity and that the proceduralists and civic assimilationists respect both but have no concept for balancing diversity and unity and fail to create a good climate for integration. Thus he asks for the principles of a political structure that overcomes the tension problem of unity and diversity. These features are: appropriate structure of authority (collectively agreed, constitution), justice (neutral police, equality of treatment, civic culture, decentralisation) and collective rights.

3. I think when he comes to his concept of an adequate political structure for multicultural society his explanations remain very vague. His only suggestion to solve problems arising when building up a collectively agreed structure of authority and a common constitution is to wait until the communities “become used to each other” (p. 207). To what time horizon does he refer? And if a constitution is already in action, how to change that? I am also in doubt whether minorities would stop to refer to their rights concerning religion and ethnicity if culture differences are generally more accepted. Still today it is necessary to point out this and it is not over-politicized from my point of view.

4. Parekh states that assimilation is not a promise for full acceptance in society and that a total cultural assimilation requires biological assimilation (p. 198) and he is right according to my own experience. A good friend of my sister is of Korean origin but grown-up and still living in Germany. If you ask her as what, also from the cultural point of view, she is feeling she will respond: I am a German, but with some Korean influence. But in the public, just because she has some Asian outward appearance, she is often regarded as foreigner and still discriminated. But I am doubtful whether Parekh`s demand of decentralisation of power for ensuring justice in multicultural societies is enough when I am thinking about the minorities in Balkans still living excluded from the majority. It is also a common trend in the European Union to give minorities autonomy what sort of autonomy do you have on your mind, political, cultural, linguistic etc?  which is on first sight a positive trend but can also erode the nation state if the supporting of a common sense of belonging together is missing. 

5. In order to get an insight in the “civic assimilationist” model you should read the multiculturalism concept of John Rex
 which is criticized by Parekh and indeed, the borders of public and private sphere remain unclear in his text and Rex does not provide an answer for the problem that in the public realm the majority culture often still has the saying as enjoying more prestige. And in order to obtain a contrast to these ideas you should read the text of Leo Kuper
 dealing with “political” and “social pluralism”, integration and cultural diversity which “automatically imposes the structural necessity for domination by one of the cultural sections” and which “excludes the possibility of consensus” (p.226).

6. In my opinion Parekh`s work is a good amendment for the multicultural concept especially of the civic assimilationist which is for me the most suitable model of living peacefully together in a multi-ethnic society. It is still vague and very theoretically but useful for going in the right directions under the assumption of balancing demands of unity and diversity. I agree that this could be perhaps achieved by a common political authority with a constitution including ensured fundamental rights, by a neutral justice which is ensuring equality of treatment and fostering civic culture and decentralisation, as well as by ensuring collective rights. I also like his proposal of solving problems with claims of communities, also if these are internally oppressive, by weighting up these with other considerations in a spirit of goodwill and compromise (p. 219) in order to find a consensus Exclamation marks are not appropriate in an academic text.
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