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I n t r o d u c t i o n 

The Question of Multiculturalism 

C h a n d r a n K u k a t h a s 

Multicultural ism' is a word that provokes strong feelings. It raises 
questions over which there are important disagreements — 
questions, ultimately, about how different people are to live 

together in a single polity. It raises general questions about the claims 
of indigenous peoples who are minorities within the wider community; 
about the rights and obligations of immigrants to a host society; about 
the extent to which cultural variety should be tolerated (or prt>moted) 
within a society; and about the importance of ideas of citizenship and 
national identity. And it also raises more particular questions about 
government f>olicy dealing with issues ranging from education to the 
composition of the armed services. 

That these questions are real and pressing is evident in the 
controversy that has been aroused in lib>eral democracies whenever die 
treatment of minority communities has become an issue. In Britain, for 
example, it was aroused most noticeably by the publication of Salman 
Rushdie's Satanic Verses (\988), since it raised fundamental questions 
about die limits of toleration, as well as more immediate questions 
about how to deal with the problem of civil disobedience and 
conscientious violence. In the United Slates great controversy sur
rounded the publication of Dinesh D'Souza's /IhheraJ Education 
(1991), which attacked American universities' policies of affirmative 
action as not only ill-considered but illiberal. On the other hand, some 
proponents of multiculturalism call not simply for toleration of differ
ence or affirmative action to improve the lot of disadvantaged minori
ties, but for encouraging the development of difference. The liberal 
understanding of toleration is too weak, it is held, because it tends to 
assume a certain homogeneity in the popublion. and looks to 
assimilate differences. The important thing, however, the argument 
goes, is to allow individuals to express and defend their identities 
which are rooted in their difference (Young, 1990). Yet others sec this 
not as a solution to the problem of coexistence among diverse ways of 
life but as a recipe for cultural conflict. 

Nonetheless, discussions of multiculturalism are often unsatisfac
tory because it is unclear what it is that people hold such strong views 
about. Many are vigorously in favour of, or implacably opposed to, 
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multiculturalism on principled grounds, or because they see it as 
unworkable or unpopular. Yet it often remains obscure what exacdy 
is being defended or atucked. With these various jxjints of view 
assuming so prominent a place in public discussion, as well as in 
academk; scholarly inquiry, it is worth looking again at the question of 
multicultural ism. 

This volume of essays has been prepared on the assumption that 
it is important to come to a better understanding of what multi
culturalism might mean. It has its origin in a conference on multi-
cultiualism sponsored by the Centre for Independent Studies and held 
at the Australian Defence Force Academy on 30 November 1991. The 
conference l(x>ked at three kinds of question. The first was a 
philosophical question about the moral foundations of ideas of 
multiculturalism. Here, paper-givers broached questions about the 
relations between multiculturalism and liberalism, about its implica
tions for notions of citizenship, and its connection with ideas of 
national identity. The second kind of question it examined concemed 
the practical dimension of multicultural politics. Here it was asked how 
multiculturalLsm has been received in different pans of the world and 
to what extent (and then, why) it has prospered. Finally, the 
conference asked some practical questions about the implications of 
multiculturalism for the way in which we should address certain 
practical issues of public policy, such as the treatment of refugees, or 
the development of policy guidelines for international child-adoptions. 

As one might expect from a conference concemed with so broad 
a theme, there were differences among die panknpancs not only of 
approach but also of concluskjn — though disagreement tended to be 
about the way in which multiculturalism should be understocxl or 
about specific matters of policy, rather than about whether multi
culturalLsm was feasible or desirable. Multiculturalism. when taken to 
mean cultural diversity, is undoubtedly here to stay. Indeed, it is hard 
to find many societies in human history that have not been marked by 
significant cultural variety. Dispute about this matter is difficult to 
inugine Multiculturalism as an official policy, however, is another 
matter, since this raises questions about whether a minimal cultural 
homogeneity should be fostered, and about what kinds of policies are 
best pursued if liberal-democratic values are to be upheld. It is on 
these latter issues that conference discussk)n tended to focus. 

Mosi of the papers in this volume were presented for the first time 
at the CIS conference, though papers by Hindess and Kukathas 
('Muliiculluralism and the Idea of an Australian Identity') had originally 
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been read elsewhere. As is often the case with conference proceed
ings, it is difTicult to find a concern or argumeni that is common to all 
papers. Yet if there is a single point of common emphasis in this 
volume, it is that ideas about multiculturalism arc important because 
they bear significantly upon other ideals or values with which they may 
not always be compatible. The bearing of multicultiiral ideals and 
practices upon these values — be they citizenship, or national identity, 
or toleration, or social cohesion — is complex, and often subde. 
Understanding how multiculturalism and other values relate to one 
another, and on occasion come into conflict, is important if we are to 
make judgmenLs about questions of public |x>lk:y. and about matters 
which determine the shape of the polity generally. 

In the end, what this volume offers is a series of perspectives on 
different questions of multiculturalism. Its value will perhaps lie less in 
what it has to prescribe than in the understanding it ofTcrs of the nature 
and limits of multiculturalism. In tliis respect, one hopes that it will 
provide a useful guide to sober reflection on issues that seem likely to 
dominate political dLsciiSSion well into the foreseeable future. 
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Multiculturalism and the Value of Diversity' 

C . L. T e n 

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N 

In multicultural societies diversity is a £aa of life. The imporunt 
question is: what sorts of attitudes and policies should we adopt 
towards such cultural diversity? I suggest that we should celebrate, 
protect, and encourage it. But 1 shall not discuss the policies needed 
to sustain cultural diversity. Instead, 1 want to focus on the various 
reasons for valuing diversity. 

First, we should look at cultural diversity from the perspective of 
our political morality, the morality whkrh determines the relationships 
between different individuals and groups in society, and which 
therefore spells out the terms of social cooperation. But second, each 
of us, whether we conceive ourselves as distinct individuals or as 
inseparable members of various social groups, has views about what 
a desirable or worthwhile life should be, and we wish to lead our lives 
in accordance with the right values We have conceptions of the good 
life, and it is from the perspective of discovering and satisfying these 
conceptions thai we may also appreciate the value of cultural diversity. 

Our political morality and our conceptions of the good are 
connected in Uiis way: we need resources, liberties, and opportunities 
to pursue our conceptions of the good. We also need to sustain and 
develop our capacities for recognising, choosing, and living in accord
ance with correct values, and our political morality has a major 
contribution to make in helping or hindering us in the development of 
these capacities. So our political morality must include a theory of 
justice that dictates how social resources are to be distributed. Each 
person is to have a fair share of resources. Our political morality must 
al.v) embody just decision-procedures for determining the policies, and 
shaping the institutions, that are to regulate our economic and social 
life. So. in broad terms, we know the scope of pan of our political 
morality. The substance of our political morality is a matter of the most 
fundamental dispute in political philosophy, I wish to enter that debate 
in only one area, centring on the extent to which we should tolerate 
different ways of life, and the extent to which a society has to be built 
on shared ends or goals. 

* This article is part of a project supported by a grant from ihc Australian Research 
Council. 
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VL C U L T U R A L D I V E R S I T Y A N D T H E M O R A L I T Y O F 
L I B E R A L I S M 

Liberalism is an attractive political morality. It recognises that 
individuals have different conceptions of a worthwhile life, and are 
capable of living in accordance with these conceptions. We show 
them respect, and act fairly towards them, when we allow or 
encourage them to take responsibility for their lives, instead of 
imposing our values on them. The sute shows equal respect to its 
citizens when it does not coerce one individual to act in accordance 
with the choices and values of another individual. Equality of 
respect involves being neutral between different and incompatible 
conceptions of the good. Each may pursue his or her own values, 
using a fair share of social resources, and resp>ecting the similar 
rights of others to lead different lives. 

But so far we have treated individuals as if ihey were isolated 
units, when in f a a of course they are members of social groups, and 
especially of cultural groups. People's personalities, charaaers, and 
values are affected by their experiences, and those with different 
cultures have different exf>eriences. Culture provides a perspective 
from which to view the world, and to interpret events in it. We make 
choices as persons who have been shaped by our cultures and our 
historical experiences. Our culture helps us to map out the available 
options and to give significance to them. We in turn, by participating 
in a culture, help to change it by using elements of the culture as 
mc-ans of self-expression. These intimate links between persons and 
their cultures create a sense of identity and belonging. The links 
naturally extend to other members of the same cultural group, who 
are fellow panicipants in a process that stretches well beyond their 
biological lives. Members of a cultural group are provided with a 
sense of continuity and transcendence that is the basis of solidarity 
with other members of the group who are part of the same historical 
process. This sense of identity aiKl solidarity is pardy defined in terms 
of what is distinctive in the culture, and therefore in terms of what sets 
it apart from other cultures. In a multicultural society we have social 
groups marked out from one another by differences in language, 
food, family life, music and festivals, customs and beliefs, attitudes 
towards work and leisure, patterns of consumption and savings, and 
ways of life generally. 

Respect for individuals involves tolerating those ways of life with 
which they identify and with which their well-being is closely bound 



MumCULTURALISM AND T H K V A L U E O F DlVERSITV 

Up. Quite apart from whether individuals themselves identify with 
their historical cultural community, it is a fact thai others often identify 
them vk-ith a certain cultural group. For example, a Chinese, who is 
somewhat alienated from what is normally regarded as Chinese 
culture, would still be the object of racial uunts directed at all members 
of the group who are picked out in terms of ceruin physical attributes. 
It cannot therefore be a pan of liberal individualism that it ignores 
people's membership of social groups. Whether from tlieir own 
perspective, or from the perspective of external observers, individuals 
are often identified as members of ceruin groups, and a large part of 
their welfare is inseparable from the welfare of other members of those 
groups. 

Lib>eralism acknowledges the central importance of a political 
community with a shared political morality But a liberal society is not 
a comprehensive social community with very specific common ends 
and goals, and shared values pervading the whole of social life. It has 
many social and cultural communities which unite into one political 
community. 

m. C U L T U R A L H O M O G E N E I T Y 

If we reject the political morality of liberalism, and seek instead to 
extend the shared goals and values from the political level to the rest 
of social life, then we would be aiming at some sort of culturally 
homogeneous society. Such a society can come about by assimilating 
minority cultures into the dominant culture, or by blending different 
cultures into a new composite culture in which no previous single 
culture stands out. Neither version of the homogeneous scxriety is 
attractive, and the cost of trying to create such a society from a 
multicultural society is unacceptably high 

Cultural Assimilation 

The policy of cultural assimilatk>n requires that minority cultural 
groups give up that which they regard as crucial to their sense of 
identity and well-being. Those who refuse to be assimilated will be 
marginalised and turned into second-class citizens Many of those who 
accept assimilation will still be faced with the prospect of a bitter 
struggle as (hey seek to internalise the values and adopt the way of life 
needed for success in a homogeneous society. They will try to alienate 
themselves from their previous culture around which so much of their 
former lives revolve. Friends and relatives, who are unable or 
unwilling to join the bandwagon, will be renounced; their speech, their 
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dress, their customs and beliefs, and sometimes even shared physical 
attributes, will be objects of shame and scorn The young wil l have to 
be indoctrinated into the dominant culture. But in the end there wil l 
be enough resistance and non-conformity for the process of assimila
tion to fail without recourse to substantial force, and f>erhaps even 
despotic measures Perhaps we begin with the voluntary repatriation 
of recalcitrant immigrant groups, and when that fails, as fail it surely 
wil l , can forcible repatriation be far away? Because of the strength and 
fservasiveness of many people's attachments to their culture, a policy 
of assimilation will breed deep resentment and divisiveness. It wi l l be 
perceived as a policy of cultural imperialism, and it wil l not provide the 
basis for a unified society. 

There is of course a place and a need for some assimilation. There 
is a unitary political culture which defines the framework within which 
diverse ways of life may flourish. Immigrant groups will have to 
acknowledge the shared political morality and live in accordance with 
it. The liberal political morality gives them the freedom to criticise that 
political morality iwelf. and to participate in reshaping it. But they have 
to do so by conforming to the relevant decision-procedures. Many 
migrants come from less tolerant societies, and wil l no doubt welcome 
this new tolerance. But they too have to pay a price for it. Toleration 
does not exempt their way of life, their culture, from open criticism and 
repudiation by others. So there wil l be some unavoidable pain to them 
in the process of political assimilation. But political assimilation is all 
the assimilation to which they should be subjected. 

Many critics of multiculturalism in Australia attack some migrants, 
especially Asian migrants, for not accepting the Australian way of life, 
for rejecting the Australian identity. These critics assume that a policy 
of comprehensive assimilation is correct. But it is no part of a liberal 
political order that there should be comprehensive shared ends and 
values which identify our way of life. A crucial element of our social 
identity is a common political morality that tolerates different ways of 
life. Immigrants who want to pray to God in their own way, to build 
their mosques and temples, to perpetuate some of their cultural 
practices, do not thereby threaten our way of life. On the contrary, it 
is the intolerance of such cultural diversity that is the real enemy, and 
that can come from those with unpronounceable names, who speak in 
broken English with strange accents, as well as from those whose 
impeccable pedigrees do not exempt them from the crude bigotries of 
the worst forms of nationalism 
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Cultural Fusion 
The other route to a homogeneous society is by bringing about a new. 
common culture out of the diverse elements of existing cultures. It may 
be that over a long period of time a common culture will emerge 
through the blending of different cultures as they interact with one 
another in a free and open society. However, the more l lkdy result is 
that each culture wil l change through interaction, but there wil l still be 
several different cultures, and not a single culture shared by all. If we 
try to create a common culture by artificial means, we wi l l only succeed 
in producing something bland and lacking vitality. An aniTicially 
created cosmopolitan culture will very likely wipe out all those 
differences which give strength to panicular cultures, and which are 
the objects of deep commitments. 

The ability to tolerate differences is compatible with, and may 
even grow out, of particular attachments. It is in this light that we may 
concede that there is perhaps some truth in Herder's remark: T h e 
savage who loves himself, his wife and his child, and his tribe, can find 
room in his hut for a stranger; the saturated heart of the idle 
cosmopolitan is a home for no one , , ." (Beriin, 1965:41). Toleration 
does not require that you give up that which you cherish. It does not 
tfireaten your panicular attachments, and you are not required to 
embrace or share the way of life that others have accepted. 

The rejection of a homogeneous culture need not result in the 
separatism feared by so many critics of multiculiuralism. In a liberal 
society, individuals belong to several social communities with overlap
ping memberships. For example, religion is often taken to be a central 
element of culture. But membership of religk)us groups cuts across that 
of ethnic groups. On the other hand, suppose we accept the less spiritual 
view of the Chinese restaurateur who claimed that the ability to 
appreciate Chinese focxl Ls the essence of being Chinese. Even so, one 
does not live by Chinese food ak>ne. In liberal societies, people of 
diverse cultural backgrounds join together in various associations 
devoted to different intere.sts: they are members of professk>nal associa
tions, political parlies, foodiall dubs, music societies. They develop 
interests and form friendships across the boundaries of their historical 
cultural groups. They may also have some common exp)erienccs in 
schools and other educational institutions, and in their places of work. 

So from the perspective of our political morality, cultural diversity 
Ls not a threat to our way of life; it is a symbol and an expression of 
that way of life. As equal citizens in the same political community, we 
can u k e pride in such diversity. 

11 
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TV. C U L T U R A L D I V E R S I T Y A N D C O N C E P T I O N S O F 
T H E G O O D 

Lei us now turn to the view of cultural diversity from the perspective 
of our conceptions of the good. John Stuart Mill argued that freedom 
and variety of situations are indispensable conditions for the growth of 
individuality (Ten, 1980:ch.5). His account of individuality was 
presented in the context of a culturally less diverse society. Nonethe
less it provides a convenient starting point to appreciate the value of 
diversity. Mill was worried by the blind conformity to customs which 
have remained static and failed to adjust to changing circumstances. 
>X^ole cultures, as much as particular elements of a culture, can in this 
way become unresponsive to new developments. The presence of 
cultural diversity in a free society, where there is interaction between 
cultures, makes it less likely that cultures wil l remain in dogmatic 
slumber. In tolerating different cultures, we do not have to accept the 
view that each culture can only be judged by its own internal standard. 
But familiarity with other cultures increases the prospects of our 
transcending the iimiutions of our own cultures. 

We do not therefore have to be sceptics about values, or to 
embrace cultural relativism, in order to appreciate the value of cultural 
diversity From the Millian perspective, the recognition that there are 
correct and incorrect accounts of the good life goes hand in hand with 
the insistence that the best way to discover the objective truth Ls 
through the freedom to choose from a wide diversity of sources. 

It may be objected that this Millian account detaches individuals too 
much from their own cultures, and treats them as atomistic, choosing 
agents, free to range over different cultures, I accept the intimate links 
between individuals and their cultures. But from this f a a it does not 
follow that cultural diversity does not enlarge the choices of individuals, 
or that persons cannot choose in a manner that transcends the dictates 
of their cultures. For although individuals are anchored in particular 
attachments and coimniunents, they can still detach themselves from 
each attachment and commitment, review it, and revise or reject i t At 
each particular moment they will of course have many other specific 
attachments, not all of which can be revised or rejected at the same time. 

But suppose now we have discovered what kinds of lives are 
desirable. Is there any reason for still valuing diversity? 

Even if there is only one correa conception of the good, there n u y 
still be different ways in which that conception can be satisfied. For 
example, suppose that a worthwhile life must at least be a happy one. 
Happiness is an abstraa goal, and individuals with different historical 

12 
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experiences and different personalities will find their happiness in 
different activities. As Mill pointed out in his Essay on Uberty. 

If it were only that people have diversities of taste, that is reason 
enough for not attempting to shape them all after one model. 
But different persons also require different corxlitions for their 
spirimal devdopmeni; and can no more exist In the same moral, 
than all the variety of plants can in the same physical, atmos
phere and climate. Tl ie same things that hdp one person 
towards the cultivation of his higher nature art- hindrances to 
another. The same mode of life is a healthy excitement to one, 
keeping all his faculties of action and enjoyment in their best 
orck^. while to another it is a distracting hurthen, which 
suspends or crushes all internal life. Such arc the differences 
between human beings in their sources of pleasure, their 
susceptibilities of pwin, and the operation on them of different 
physical and moral ageixries, that unless there is a corresponding 
diversiry in their modes of life, they neither obtain their fair share 
of happiness, nor grow up to the mental, moral, and aesthetic 
stature of which their nature is capable. (Mill. 1954:125) 

The sources of happiness arc various, but so also arc the ways in which 
people express their happiness, or any otlier goal of the good life. The 
variety of cultural expressions of what is valuable is in some respects 
similar to, and perhaps even an extension of, the vanety in the rules of 
etiquette, or of ritvuls and ceremonies, in different cultures. Such 
surface variety is often compatible with the accepancc of die same 
deep values (Manin & Stent, 1990). For example, forms of greeting, 
expressions of friendship, courtesy, respect, f>oliteness, and so on, 
differ radically from culture to culture, but lhe>' may all express the 
same fundamental values. 

A ftirther consideration is that, in some plausible accounts of the 
good life, it is a life thai must be acknowledged by the person whose 
life it is, and it cannot be externally imposed through coercion or 
manipulation and indoctrination. If individual autonomy is a constitu
tive element of the good life, then the existerKe of cultural diversity is 
also valuable because it satisfies the conditions for the exercise of such 
autonomy. For the exercise of autonomy requires a number of options 
from which genuine choices may be made. To eliminate all alterna
tives once we have dtscovered the correct conception of the good is 
compatible with the authoritarian ideal of forcing each person to a a in 
accordance with the correa values, but it is incompatible with the kleal 
of autonomy. Autonomous choices are of course not sufficient for the 
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realisation of the good life, nor is it the case that such choices always 
add to the value of what is chosen, no matter what the content may be. 
Rather, it is the case that autonomy is a coristitutive element of the good 
life, a life that cannot be realised through certain kinds of choices. 

So w e need freedom and diversity I x x h for the discovery of the 
good life, as well as for enabling us to lead the good life once it has 
been discovered. But the value of diversity goes even further. I have 
assumed tliai the good life is uniury, and I hat it can be lived by each 
person without any loss. However, there may be a plurality of lives that 
are valuable, and no single person can realise all of them. Consider the 
case of a young, multi-talented scholar who has to decide between a 
career as a logician and one as a historian. She is, as far as academic 
abilit>- goes, equally good in both subjects, and she wil l find each 
career just as fulfilling as the other. But given a normal life-span, she 
would not be able to achieve excellence in both subjects, and must 
make a choice between them. Moreover, the two careers may be 
incompatible in another sense: the attributes of a good logician, when 
property cultivated, will arrest the growth of the attributes of a good 
historian, and vice versa. A logician requires analytical skills and the 
ability to engage in highly abstract thought, while the historian needs 
praaical wi.sdom and a capacity for understanding human motivatk>ns. 
The two sets of qualities of mind arc not logically incompatible, but in 
fact they may not cohere in the life of any one person. 

In developing his idea of a social union, Rawls gives the example of 
a group of gifted musicians, all of whom have the talents to play equally 
well every iastrument (Rawls, 1967:34-8; 1972:section 79). But since it 
requires long iraitung and practke to be good at each instrument, each 
musician cannot excel in many instruments. So each person has more 
potentialities than he or she can hope to realise. However, all the 
potentialities of each muskrian can still be realised in different lives if they 
coordirute their activities in an orchestra. An orchestra is, in Rawls' 
sense, a social union in which each member can take pleasure in the 
skills of all tfic other members. Similariy, Rawls believes that a society, 
regulated by his principles of justice which promote fruitful cooperation, 
can be regarded as 'a social union of social uruons'. 

Joseph Raz takes the argument for diverse forms of life even 
further m hts defence of an autonomy-based account of toleration (Raz, 
1987; Ten. 1987; Raz, 1986:chs 14-15). He believes that there are 
incompatible forms of life, each with its distinctive virtues, and any 
person who cultivates to the maximal degree the virtue required for 
one valuable kind of life will not be able to attain the virtues of the 
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other forms of life. Raz also maintains that the virtues of diverse forms 
of life are not only incompatible in the sense that they cannot all be 
realised to the highest degree by one person, but also in the sense that 
the cultivation of one virtue wil l , human nature being what it is, lead 
a person to be intolerant of other virtues. Autonomy requires an 
adequate range of morally acceptable options, and so diverse forms of 
life are needed to enable persons to be autonomous. But since the 
cultivatk)n of the distinctive virtue of one form of life will generate 
intolerance of the virtues of other forms of life, we need a principle of 
toleratk>n to regulate the conflicts which arise Ijetween different 
people, all of whom are autonomously pursuing valuable, though 
incompatible, forms of life. Raz's case for toleration, unlike the version 
of liberalism I ouUincd earlier, does not rest on the requirement that the 
state should be neutral between diffetent conceptions of the good. 
Rather, it bases toleration on a perfectionist klcal of promoting a 
plurality of valuable forms of life. 

I do not share Raz's belief that autonomous individuals, who 
cultivate the virtue of one form of life, will be intolerant of those who 
develop the distinctive virtues of other forms of life. If one recognises 
that others have virtues that one lacks, then this is likely to generate 
appreciation of their qualities rather than intolerance. 

However, the general idea of a social union provklesan illuminating 
basis for valuing diversity Correct conceptions of the good may be such 
that they cannot all be realised in one life, or even in one culture. We 
cherish diversity because it enables different and incompatible values to 
be realised in the same society. A society that single-mindedly pursues 
one value to the exclusion of all others will be a poorer society, and will 
b i l to provkle its members with opportunities for the vicarious enjoy
ment of the diversity of human talents All members will crxperience a 
loss; there will be a pan of them that lies wasted and unfulfilled. 

But attractive as the idea of social union is, there arc limits to the 
extent to whkrh it wil l account for the value of cultural diversity. 
Consider, first, the case of religious beliefs and practices that are 
imporunt bases of multicultural diversity Within a certain range, 
religious differences can indeed be regarded as complementary, 
reflecting the different histoncal backgrounds and experiences of 
different people. However, religious differences also centre on 
logically incompatible claims about God and die divinity of persons. 
This is particulady true if we include the differences between atheists 
and believers. But the point also applies to some of the differences 
between those who subscribe to different religions No amount of 
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coordination will conven these incompatible beliefs, and the practices 
built on them, into a social union of complementary and mutually 
supportive social activities. 

Consider also the diversity of sexual practices. The celibate priest 
or nun and the happily married heterosexual coujjle may well treat 
their different ways of life as both valuable. For them the worid is a 
bener place for having both ways of life rather than just one uniform 
practice. Certainly the priest or nun cannot wish for a worid populated 
only by priests and nuns. On the other hand, we are aware of the 
strong hostility of religious groups towards, for example, homosexxial 
acts. We may try to urge, on the analogy with rules of etiquette, that 
there is a common value at a deeper level which each kind of sexual 
activity exemplifies. For example, both heterosexual and homosexual 
acts are different ways of expressing the same cherished value of love 
and personal devotion. The argument cuts no ice with many religious 
people. For them a world without homosexuality would simply be a 
better worid, and the added variety of homosexual practices is not the 
spice of life. 

A liberal society must still tolerate minority religious and sexual 
practices that the majority deplores, l l i e case for toleration, at least in 
these areas, cannot rest solely, or even predominandy. on the promo
tion of complcmenury conceptions of the goocL We have to return to 
the liberal political morality and its theory of justice to defend the 
toleration of conduct of which we disapprove, but whkrh is otherwise 
harmless 

Michael Sandel, one of liberalism's most persistent critics, asks 
rhetorkally. 'Can a community of those who put justice first ever be 
more than a conununity of strangers?" (quoted in Richard Rorty. 
1991:194). It is true that a liberal community is not a comprehensive 
community held together by specific shared ends at every level of 
social life. A liberal community is a political community and a series 
of smaller social communities, with overlapping member&hip>s, inter
acting with one another in a free environment. All citizens can take 
pride in their political culture that treats them as equals. Each person 
will also belong to close-knit groups where justice may not be the first 
virtue, but where love and friendship prevail. Some such groups may 
make demands on their members that not all can accept. In a liberal 
society, they are free to leave, and to try to join other groups. Those 
whom the dominant groups wi l l not embrace, or who themselves do 
not wish to be embraced, can still find a home in a liberal community, 
and justice will be their shield 
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Chandran Kiikathas 

L I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Many people are wary of the idea of a multkrultural society, as they are 
about cultural pluralism more generally. Such wanness is not peculiar 
to Australia, nor indeed to modem times. Although this century has 
seen the longing for cultural homogeneity taken to extremes in the 
name of racial piu"ity, the ideology of National Socialism was not the 
first to prcxriaim such homogeneity to be desirable, if not kk-al. It has 
been argued that the Ancient Athenians, living in a city-.state thai 
refused to recognise foreigners as citizens, bequeathed to all later 
generations an idealised portrait of fellow citizens, sharing a common 
descent, a common culture, and above all a common public purpose 
in war, iwhichi became central to the classical heritage of the westem 
worid" (McNeill, 1986:23). Disdain for the culuiral uutskler was no less 
detectable in the response of the Ch'ien Lung Emperor (1736-95) to 
King George I I I , when the emperor declared: T h e common distinction 
between Chinese and barbarian is most stnct, and your Ambassador's 
request that barbarians shall be given full liberty to disseminate their 
religion is uueriy uru^asonable' (Ch'ien Lung, 1972106). Even in the 
19th-century United States the anti-slavery movement was strongly 
linked with American nativism and the Know-Nothings, who re
nounced all party allegiarKre and promised never to vote for any foreign-
bom or Roman Cathtdic candidate for office (Potter, 1976:248-61). 

So frequent and pcrsLstent have lx;en the calls for homogeneity 
that it seems surprising that anyone should ever have advanced 
anything else as an ideal. My first concern in this essay is to ask why 
such calls for homogeneity have been so prevalent, and whether there 
is good reason for placing such imp>ortance on this value. Here I wish 
to suggest that cultural homogeneity is neither as desirable nor as 
feasible as is often supposed My second concern is to ask what this 
suggests about the idea of a multicultural society: what should a 
multicultural society Icxjk like. Here 1 shall argue that multiculturalism 
is best understood as one aspect of pluralism, and that what is most 
important is that in the defence of pluralism this one aspect not be 
allowed to dominate. In effect, I shall argue thai what should be 
defended is pluralism rather than multiculturalism, for cultural plural
ism is only one of the kinds of pluralism worth preserving. 
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I L T H E A R G U M E N T S F O R H O M O G E N E I T Y 

Political theories envisaging any kind of cultural or societal pluralism 
have been conspicuous by their absence in the history of Western 
thought (McRae. 1979:676). Kenneth McRae has suggested that there 
have generally been three kinds of responses to cultural diversity. The 
first is group-centred or ethnocentric and favours notions of group 
superiority (whether the group be the polls, the nation or the race). 
The second denies the significance of cultural differences, and stresaes 
the essential humanity of all peoples. The third views differences as 
regional or national and as explicable in terms of physkial or environ
mental rather than cultural circumstances (McRae. 1979:685) Thc.sc 
responses suggest why the most commonly proffered solutions to 
problems of cultural diversity have been either assimilation or exclu
sion. Assimilation could involve either absorption by the dominant 
culture of the minority, or mekiing of cultural characteristics. Exclusion 
could involve a denial to outsider groups of certain rights of member
ship, or physical expulsion from a geographk: region, or extermination. 

The reasons offered for such measures are varied, but may be 
reduced to the following sorts. First, there is the argument that ethnic 
or cultural attachments are irrational and archaic, and ought to be 
eradicated in the course of modernisation. On such a view, cultural 
loyalties carry no weight in the face of considerations affecting the 
wider society. The most striking statement of this view is perhaps that 
offered by Karl Marx, notably in his essay On the Jewish Question. Here 
he ridkniles the views of those calling for the political emancipation of 
the Jews, arguing that the greater need is for the emandpatkxi of the 
individual from Judaism and from religion in general. For as long as the 
Jew remains a Jew, he can oiUy have a Jewish relationship to the state 
and treat it as alien to himself, for he opposes hLs own imaginary 
nationality to actioal nationality, and his own imaginary law to actual 
law, fancies himself justified in separating himself from humanity, as a 
matter of principle lakes no part in the movement of history, and waits 
on a destiny that has nothing in common with the destiny of mankind 
as a whole" (McLellan, 1984:40). There are echoes of this attitude in the 
announcement in 1974 by Brazil's mini.ster of the interior that Brazilian 
Indians should all be emancipated' or freed from being Indians so that 
they could be 'integrated' into the society like all other Brazilians 
(Maybury-Lewis, 1984:223) Another related reason offered for looking 
to assimilate or exclude other cultures is that they stand in the way of 
the nation's wider interest in progress. So, for example, a common 
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argument advanced by those urging the rapid dcculturation of the 
Brazilian Indians is that their way of life is an obstacle to development 
(Maybury-Lewis, 1984:223). 

The second argument for assimilation or exclusion of other 
cultures is that peaceful co-existence is ncx a serious possibility. PrirKe 
von Billow, Chancellor of Germany from 1900 to 1909, put it thus; 

If it were possible henceforward for members of different 
nationalities with different languages and customs, and an 
intellectual life of a different kind, to live side by side in one 
and the same State, without succumbing to the temptation of 
each trying to force his own nationality on the other, things on 
earth would look a good deal more peaceful (quoted in 
Maybury-Lewis, 1984220) 

But it Ls not possible, he maintained: cultural contact would invariably 
mean cultural conflict. This view remains a pan of conventional 
wisdom in many parts of the worid. Within Australia, it is sometimes 
offered as a reason for placing particular controls on immigration 
(Blainey, 1984). In very different circumsunces, the cultural conflict 
argument was put by the anti-slavery movement — and by Abraham 
Lincoln — fr)r the rcseldement in African colonics of manumincd 
slaves (Oaies, 1978:115-16). 

The third argument to note is that ethnic or cultural minorities are 
a danger to the sute. It is often suggested, for example, that the 
weakness and instability of many African states is attributable to tribal 
loyalties, which hamper not only economk: modcmisation but also 
political stability. The need to overcome tnbalism has often invoked 
as a reason for maintaining single-party states (Finer. 1970:521—4). 

A fourth reason why assimilation or exclusion may be defended 
is that it may be feared that cultural pluralism will lead to the erosion 
of individual rights and freedoms. An interesting variant of this view 
was put in the 1830s by John Arthur Roebuck, writing as the paid 
spokesman for the French-Canadian cause in Britain in the years 
before the 1837 rebellions. As did Alexis de Tocqueville, Roebuck 
argued that the assimilation of the French In Canada was not only 
inevitable but desirable The general argument he put was that if 
different ways of life are maintained within the state, the minorities 
would fare less well the French-speaking peoples would find 
themselves economically subordinated and exploited. They would 
be less secure in their enjoyment of liberal rights and freedoms 
(Ajzensut, 1984; Kymlicka, 1989:217 n.4) . 
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Finally, there is the argument that a measure of homogeneity is 
important or valuable because it is imp>ortant that political society be a 
form of association in which citizens are lx}und to one another as 
members of a single community, sharing certain values. One of the 
most nouble exponents of this position was Rousseau, who put the 
view that the state should reflect the general will of the people, 
understood as individual and equal citizens. For this to be possible 
there had to be only one people in the state in the ser\se that all 
recognised a single 'civil religion' which diereby preserved social unity. 
"Everything that destroys social unity is worthless; and all institutions 
that set man at odds with himself are worthless" (Rousseau, 1972:181). 
Indeed Rousseau goes further, writing: 

There is thus a profession of faith which is purely civil and of 
which it is the sovereign's function to determine the articles, 
not stricdy as religious dogmas, but as sentiments of sociability, 
without which it is impossible to be either a good citizen or a 
loyal subject. Without being able to oblige anyone to believe 
these articles, the sovereign can banish from the state anyone 
who does not believe them; banish him not for impiety but as 
an antiscKial being, as one unable sincerely to love law and 
justkre. or to sacrifice, if need be. his life to his duty. If anyone, 
after having publicly acknowledged these same dogmas, be
haves as if he did not believe in them, then let him be put to 
deadi, for he has committed the greatest crime, that of lying 
before die law (Rousseau, 1972:186) 

In saying this Rousseau was careful to insist that none of this was 
incompatible with religious pluralism Indeed, it had to be one of the 
dogmas of a civil religion that there should be no intolerance. 
'Intolerance is something which belongs to the religions we have 
rejected' (Rousseau. 1972:186) On the other hand, there could not be 
value pluralism — not when the citizens' beliefs affected the commu
nity: 'Subjects have no duty to account to the sovereign for their beliefs 
except when those beliefs are important to the community' (Rousseau, 
1972:185). 

m. H O M O G E N E I T Y C O N S I D E R E D 

However prevalent may have been the longing for homogeneity, or at 
least social unity, in political thinking, the fundamental point that must 
be recognised is that cultural diversity or pluralism has been the most 
nouble feature of society in the history of human setdement. "Margin-
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ality and pluralism were and are the norm of civilised existence' 
(McNeill, 1986:6). 

There are several reasons why this is the pattern revealed by 
history (McNeill, 1986:ch.l). The first has to do with the ubkjuity of 
miliury conf l ia . Even among barbarians ethnic political unity was 
fragile because military conquests resulted in the mixing of peoples. 
But throughout history the miliury ventures of both nomadic and 
civilised peoples ensured a continual mingling of alien peoples. A 
second faaor contributing to this mingling was trade, which developed 
further with greater specialisation and the division of labour (Hayek, 
1968:ch.3). Third, disease, in its impact on health and mortality in 
urban centres had a profound demographic effect: the loss of 
populations and labour shortages meant that cities were forced to look 
outsicie for replacement — to immigrants, to guest workers, and to 
slaves. Finally, the rise of universalist religions such as Lslam, 
Buddhism and Christianity served to further transform distant cultures 
with foreign ideas and foreign visitors (McNeill, 1986:ch.l). 

The consequence of all this for mcxlem scKieties is that although 
many natk>ns may have their origins in some particular ethnic heritage, 
scarcely a handful are in any sense ethnically homogeneous (Smith, 
1987). Equally few are culturally homogeneous inasmuch as most 
societies sustain a varkty of religions, languages, and forms of 
customary life. Matters are further complicated by the f a a that etluiic 
and cultural identities are not readily identifiable by looking to 
ascriptlve charaaeristics. Identity is, to a considerable extent a matter 
of choice. 

In a liberal democracy like the United States, for example, as Mary 
Waters has shown in her important study Ethnic Options, ethnk: 
intermarriage among the white population has not eliminated ethnic 
allegiances but has rather expanded the range of ethnkrities (seople 
may choose to adopt. Many people of mixed ancestry have no option 
but to choose which ethnicity to adopt since there is no 'natural' course 
to u k e (Waters, 1990) And in many cases people take options that 
serve their interests. This is also suggested by some eariier work on 
'Context and Choice in Ethnic Allegiance" by Orlando Patterson. In 
examining the development of two similar groups of Chinese arriving 
in Guyana and Jamaica, Patterson found thai in Jamaica, given the 
economic conditions, the liest interests of the group were served by 
exclusive specialisation in the reuil vade, and that success in this 
regard allowed for and reinforced a choice of ethnic consolidation 
based on cultural distinctiveness. In Guyana, however, economic and 
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social cx)nditions encouraged the Chinese to pursue a wide range of 
occupations, and so synthetic creolisation and the abanckinment of 
Chinese culture were the most rational courses of action (Patterson, 
1975:347). 

The fundamenul point to be made here is that ethnicity and 
culture are not static but constandy changing in response to economic, 
social and p>olitical conditions. In looking at culturally pluralistic 
societies — that is to say, most societies — what we find are neither 
melting pots nor mosaics but ever-shifting kaleidoscopic patterns. In 
absolute terms, diere are few if any .stable cultural formations, since 
neariy all are affected not only by immigration and intermarriage but 
also by the trade in cultural prt>ducts and information, and by the 
exp>ansion of the worid's largest industry: tourism. 

If all diis is the case, the idea of societies trying to preserve some 
sort of cultural homogeneity begins to look implausible. Human 
history and the nature of modem societies suggest that pluralism is the 
norm and that homogeneity is simply not feasible. 

Even if homogeneity were feasible, however, this would not be to 
say that it is desirable, despite (he arguments (discussed eariier) 
advanced in its favour At least two kinds of arguments might be 
mounted against the pursuit of homogeneity, the first invoking the 
value of liberty and the second appx^aling to the imp>OTtance of culture. 
The argument from liberty is that a measure of cultural homogeneity 
could only be bought at the cost of establishing a pxjwcrful (govern
mental) apparatus to enforce it (by compelling assimilation or ensuring 
the exdusion of outsiders). Indivklual liberty would be curuiled 
insofar as some options would be closed off to p)eople, and to the 
extent (hat individuals are compelled to adopt particular ways or 
practices — say, in the way that Turks resident in Bulgaria under 
communist rule were forced to adopt Bulgarian names. The argument 
from the importance of culture is that the pursuit of homogeneity wil l 
almost invariably be at the exp)ense of minorities who wish to pre.serve 
their culture. In some of these cases at least the destmciion or the 
wearing down of the minority culture may be extremely harmful to 
individuals unwilling or unable to assimilate into the wider society 
(Kymlicka, 1989:ch.8). This is an argument made, for example, by 
Saimders Lewis, foimder of the Welsh nationalist party, Plaki Cymru, 
who maintained that Welsh culture was desux>yed by nationalism 
(Birch, 1989:33--1) 

Moreover, in the light of historical expjerience, the arguments in 
favour of homogeneity do not seem esp)ecially compelling. The 
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argument that cultural pluralism will lead to instability and violent 
cxMiflici between cultures and ethnic communities appears to have some 
merit when one notes the numerous instances of such conflict. Yet on 
the other hand, the attempt to reorganise the worid along national 
criteria has also led to violent conflia rather than the reign of peace, often 
at the exp>ense of the most innocent and vulnerable (Kedourie, 
1971:135-6). In part the emergence of such conflict simply reflects the 
heterogeneity of ajjparcntly homogeneous groups. For example, in the 
former Indian state of Madras, cleavages within the Telugu-speaking 
population were not very important. Yet as soon as a Telugu-speaking 
state was carved out of Madras, competing Telugu subgroups quickly 
emerged as political entities (Horowitz, 1985:66-7), Moves toward an 
imagined homogeneity do not mean a move away from conflict 

The argument that ethnic or cultural minorities are a danger to the 
sute also seems unpcrsuasive, despite the claims of the states in 
question. As Maybury-Lewis observes, it is hard to see how the Miskito 
Indians of Nicaragua, or the Indians who form 1 per cent of the 
Brazilian population, really pose a threat to the state (Maybury-Lewis, 
1984:223). There is htlle doubt, however, that the slate has posed a 
considerable threat to such minorities. 

Even the argument, advanced by Roebuck in his advocacy of 
assimilation for French-Canadians, tfiat cultural pluralism would lead 
to the erosion of rights and fireedoms is in the end not quite convincing. 
Provided cultural membership Ls not coerced, individuals often prefer 
to exercise the freedom of association upon which cultural pluralism 
rests. And there is no reason why those who are members of minority 
cultures should necessarily enjoy fewer rights or freedoms — although 
in some cases they may. \l/hzi is more likely is that, as members of a 
cultural minority they will enjoy less political power This is a point to 
which we will have to return. 

The argument against cultural pluralism which has to be taken 
most seriously, however, is the argument put by Rousseau and those 
whom he inspired This is the argument that a certain measure of 
homogeneity is necessary for the preservation of a political commu
nity. To answer this challenge, however, we need to look more 
generally at the arguments for cultural pluralism and to draw out the 
implications for the nature of a multicultural society. 

rV. T H E IDEA OF A MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY 
It would seem, then, that the question of whether a society should be 
culturally pluralistic or multicultural is not really an issue: modem 

25 



Cbandran Kukalbas 

societies, for the most part, simply are multicultural. The imporunt 
question that does raise significant issues is this: what kinds of 
institutions should govcm a multicultural society? 

The answer to this question, I suggest, depends upon the answer 
to the question of what kinds of institutions should govern pluralist 
societies generally Multiculturalism or cultural pluralism is, in the end, 
one kind of pluralism. So we should begin by asking what exactly is 
pluralism. 

There are many respects, as AmeUe Rorty (1991) has suggested, in 
which a society might be pluralistic. First, it might exhibit the cultural 
pluralism of the kind discussed here. Second, it might exhibit a 
demographic pluralism inasmuch as human activities are importantly 
shaped by such factors as age, gender, social role (eldest son, spouse) 
or geographical (urban or rural) location. Third, in most societies there 
is usually a pluralism of interests insofar as there are differences of ends 
(and power to pursue them) among a variety of occupations or 
professions (farmers and soldiers) or classes (the poor) or institutions 
(churches and armies). Fourth, a society may be characterised by 
political pluralism if lliere are opportunities for groupw diat share 
distinct moral views about what would be good for the polity to 
influence the shape of that polity. Fifth, there might be an element of 
psychological pluralism in a society if individuals are sufficiently 
diverse in nature that they possess different temperaments, skills and 
traits. Sixth, there might be intellectual or scientific pluralism if the 
society harbours a variety of expbnatory systems. Finally, a society 
might be pluralistic because within it there are distinct and competing 
moral values or principles. 

What kinds of institutions are appropriate if societies are pluralistic 
in some or all of these ways? If we assume that the pursuit of 
homogeneity is out of the question, for reasons discussed earlier, then 
two main alternative paths might be taken. Itie first alternative looks 
to give explicit political recognickan to the different pluralist elements 
within society, regarding them all as deserving of representation or the 
opfKjrtunity to participate in the processes of governance. The second 
alternative does not explicitly recognise these elements as legitimate 
participants in the politkral process but rather views individuals, with 
particular rights and freedoms, as the primary actors in the public 
realm. My concern now is to argue for the second approach, placing 
much less emphasis on bringing the plurality of interests in society 
into the public domain as political actors. The implication of this 
view for multiculturalism is the rejection of interest-group pluralism 
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of the sort advocated, for example, by D.L Jayasuriya (1991). 
Let me begin by considering some of the reasons why the first 

alternative might be attractive, before tiiming to offer arguments for 
rejecting it. First, it seems to emphasise indusiveness — other interests 
or values or approaches are not excluded but brought into public 
discourse. Second, and rciatedly, this approach emphasises the value 
of participation by the different elements of society in the shaping of 
that society. This is of especial importance to those who see great 
value in collective self-government. Third, this approach seems to give 
greater weight to minority interests, and especially their interest in self-
detcnnination. Fourth, it has lx;en argued that institutions which 
allow minority groups 'to participate fully and exercise their rights in 
the broad public domain' would facilitate social integration and 
'encouraglel a "civic religion"'; indeed it would 'faciliute the processes 
of nation building through a shared sense of a common destiny' 
(Jayasuriya, 1991:26). Finally, it has been argued thai, while the polity 

requires" both psychological and moral pluralism, it cannot simply be 
left to chance for these to reproduce themselves. Thus Amelie Rorty 
(1S)91:16-17) avers that some kind of intervention is needed through a 
'sound system of education' to ensure some kind of balance or 
equilibrium' of pluralist elements. It cannm be left to the insiirutions 

of the private sphere (such as the family) to ensure the preservation of 
such values, so we need 'central educative and formative' institutions 
combined with mechanisms to 'coordinate benefits to each group in a 
system of dynamic equilibrium'. 

The view I wish to develop in opposition to the group-participa
tion approach resists according a specific place or role to the pluralist 
elements of society. Political institutions should, as far as possible, 
serve to allow these different elements to flourish but should not be in 
the business of enabling these elements or interests to shap>e society. 
This is not to say that political in.stitutions should suppress particular 
interests; nor is it to deny that the nature of society will inevitably be 
shaped in some way by the interests and values of its different 
components. It is simply to maintain that the role of political 
institutions should be neutral, as far as possible, as to how this 
happens. And I would suggest that the best prospea for this 
happening is for institutions to be designed, not to deal with the 
plurality of interests and values in society as they are manifested in 
particular groups or representatives, but rather to uphold particular 
individual rights and freedoms regardless of the particular interests or 
affiliations <)f the individuals. 
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To make this position a little clearer it might hdp to draw an 
analogy between my view and the view advanced by J.N. Figgis in 
respect of religious pluralism Figgis maintained that if one accepted 
religious and political pluralism, then the best kind of state had to be 
a secular sute — a tolerant secular state which allowed religious 
groups to exist and order their own affairs without interference. But at 
the same time, these groups could not try to force upon the society 
religious values or practices which had their origins in their own 
particular religious convictions. In Churches in the Modem Suite he 
wrote: 

We cannot claim liberty for ourselves, while at the same time 
proposing to deny it to others. If we are to cry 'hands off to the 
civil power in regard to such maacrs as marriage, doctrine, 
ritual, or the conditions of communion inside the Church — 
and it is the necessary condition of a free religious society that 
it should regulate these matters — then we must give up 
attemp>ting to dictate the policy of the State in regard to the 
whole mass of its citizens. (Quoted in Nicholls, 1975:104) 

For Figgis, 'when judging political questions wc should do so as 
citizens, and not as churchmen" (Nicholls, 1975:104). In this regard, he 
made a very clear distinction between the public and the private 
domains of social life. 

The point I want to make about pluralism more generally, and 
about cultural pluralism in particular, is very much Figgis's point. 
People from particular religious or cultural or intellectual or moral 
backgrounds should have every right and the freedom to speak or to 
play a role in public affairs. But they enioy these rights and freedoms 
as individual citizeiu, rather than as members or represenutives of 
particular groups. Of course, they would also have the right to 
become involved in maners that affea the interests of (one or more 
oO the groups to which they belong. In some cases (though not 
always!) their opinions may have to be accorded greater respect 
because they are dealing with matters with which they are more 
familiar. In other cases individuals may be moved to act to change 
the rules of the social game because those rules treat particular kinds 
of persons unjusdy, and as the ones directly harmed they are in the 
best position to know this. But in the end these opinions must be 
seen as having been advanced by individuals, and political institu
tions should protect not the right of some interest to be advanced or to 
influence the shap>e of society but the right of irtdividuals, separately or 
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in concert witli others, to defend their interests or their political views. 
In conskiering the case of multioilturalism or cultural pluralism, 

then, the view 1 am advancing is that there Ls no call for any particular 
cultural community to be given explicit recognition and to play a 
special role in public affairs; nor is there a call for all cultural 
communities to be granted explicit recognition. In short, there is no 
need for a policy on multiculturalism. any more than there is a need for 
a policy on religious pluralism. 

Yet granted that this is one way of viewing the irutter, what 
reasons might be advanced for adopting this point of view? There are 
two main reasons I have to advance. The first is that, if our concern in 
a multicultural society is to preserve cultural pluralism, this Ls best done 
by institutions that protect indivkdual rights and freedoms rather than 
interests. The reason for making this claim is that, as I argued eariier, 
culnire (and ethnicity) are not static but constantly changing in 
response to economic, social and political conditions. If cultural 
formations are unstable in this way, then to try to entrench them is to 
try to stifle pluralism by preserving the existing stmcture (or perhaps 
some preferred struaure) of interest and power. It presumes that 
members of particular groups will always see their interests in terms of 
the interests of those group>s, or suggests that individuals may not (that 
is. should not be allowed to) reconstitute into quite different kinds of 
groups. In the end, this approach provides the greatest advantage to 
the dominant elites or majorities within such groups (Kukathas, 1992). 

The second reason for adopting this point of view which empha
sises that, while we may regard ourselves as members of some 
particular culture in private, we should see ourselves as, and have only 
the rights of, citizens in public, is that putting ethnicity and culture into 
the publk: realm is not in the interests of particular cultural communi
ties. Once the distinction between the publk: and the private realm is 
broken down it will become more difficult for some cultural minorities 
to preserve what is distinaive and perhaps valued in their societies. If 
certain cultural values or issues are not keprt in the private realm but 
raised as matters of publk: concern, then it is always the case that some 
cultural minorities will lose the argument in the publk: forum, with the 
effect of forcing them to modify their own practices rather than 
changing those of the wider society. As Figgis suggested, those who 
want the civil power to keep its hands off such matters as marriage and 
other doctrines within their religions are best served by seeking to keep 
these matters within the private realm rather than seeking to shape a 
position for all society on these maaers. (This point is reinforced by an 
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observation made, during the conference at which this paper was read, 
by Margaret Valladian, director of the Aboriginal and Cultural Institute. 
She pointed out that despite numerous difficulties, many Aboriginal 
communities had been quite successful in preserving their language 
and dements of their culture until they were offered the opportunity of 
doing so through the resources of public education. Once this task was 
taken out of the Aboriginal family and placed in the publk: realm, these 
aspects of their cultural inheritance were dissipated.) 

In the end, I would suggest that in trying to preserve pluralism we 
are best served by trying to preserve norms of tolerance and respect for 
individual freedoms rather than by attempts to shape society in 
accordance with the interests of existing groups. And I would 
conclude that this, perhaps, gives us the answer to the worry raised by 
Rousseau: that a certain measure of homogeneity may be necessary to 
sustain a political atrrununity A society in my view would be 
sufficiently homogeneous if it was able to sustain a conrniitment to 
preserve nonns of individual freedom and tolerance If society needs 
a "civil religion' reducible to a few dogma.s, as Rousseau suggested, 
these commitments would be dogma enough. 
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I . EVTRODUCnON 
Many commentators have noted that the public discourse of liberal 
democracy combines elements that stress luimogeneity with others that 
stress diversity. The image of the virtuous republic, in which the citizen 
is regarded as accountable to the community. a)-exists wiili the image 
of the liberal state that respects the rights of individuals to pursue their 
different understandings of the good life. The kJea of a dominant 
national culture, to which immigrants should be assimilated, coexists 
with a celebration of cultural diversity. In the United Slates, for example, 
wc find the image of the melting pot', but we also find the Statue of 
Liberty — described in the verse attached tr> its base as Mother of Exiles', 
that is. as offering a home for those whose roots are in numerous other 
communities (Richardson, 1988). Similar, if less evocative, images can 
be found in the public discourse of Australia and other nations of 
immigrants. The more or less peaceful coexistence of distinct and 
opposed principles in tJie public life of the community requires that the 
dominant understanding of each should take account of the require
ments of the other: the demands of republican vinuc are considerably 
relaxed, while liberty is always kept within limits, some of which relate 
to what are thought to be the interests of the community as a whole. 

In many respects the relationship between kJcas of citizenship and 
of multiculturali.sm could be seen as falling into this pattern, with the 
latter representing an acknowledgment of cultural diversity that goes 
somewhat beyond the stricter understandings of the former. However, 
multiculturalism has also been understood in a stronger sense. There 
have been numerous attempts to define tlie term, but one of the most 
revealing appears in the glossary to a repwrt of the Standing Comminee 
on Multiculturalism of the Canadian Parliament, Multiculturalism Is 
described as: 

Recognition of the diverse cultures of a plural society based on 
three principles: we all have an ethnic origin (equality), all our 
cultures deserve respect (dignity); and cultural pluralism needs 
official supf>ort. (Multiculturalism, 1987:87) 

There are two rather different issues to notice here. One is that the 
three principles taken together stn)ngly suggest thai the cultures 
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deserving of respect and of public support can be identified in terms 
of their ethnic origin. This is certainly how muliiculturalism has 
normally been understood. But it is far from clear why cultural 
diversity should be identified with ethnic diversity in thLs way. The 
other issue is that of public supf)ort for minority cultures. Within limits, 
recognitkin of the presence of diverse cultures poses no great problem 
for the relaxed understandings of citizenship charaaeristic of libcral-
dem<xa^iic discourse. The active promotion of cultural pluralism by 
public authorities is. or is often thought to be, another maner entirely. 
It is a comparatively recent development, dating in most Western 
societies from the 1960s or later. It is also highly contentious, in p>art 
because publk: suppon for minority cultures has sometimes been 
thought If) conflict with the view that citizens should be treated as 
equals. 

To see why there is a problem here, and why it is a political 
problem now, the first part of this paper considers two distinct but 
related histories. One concerns the concept of citizenship, and the 
other concerns the character of state societies and of cities within them. 
The second and final part examines relationships between multi-
culturalism and contemporary Western views of citizenship. Mulii
culturalism is indeed difficult to reconcile with many of the ways in 
which citizenship is commonly understood. I argue that our under
standing of citizenship should be modified to take account of the 
inescapable cultural pluralism of most societies in the world today. I 
conclude by offering a qualified defence of muliiculturalism in terms of 
a pluralist account of citizenship. 

n. CITIZENSHIP 
In the tradition of Western political thought, citizenship has normally 
been identified with the sutus of an independent member of a 
community that is self-governing in two rather different respects First, 
in relation to outsiders, the cx)mmunity is free to determine its own laws 
and its own govemment. In particular, then, its identity as a political 
unit is not determined primarily by the faa of its subordination to some 
particular ruler — as was the case, for example, for most of the 
important political units of feudal Europe and for many imperial 
possessions throughout history Second, with regard to its own 
membership, the community is a republic, in which any governing 
minority should be seen as answerable to the community as a whole, 
To say that members of such a conununity are independent us to say 
that they are not dependent on others for their legal standing as 
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members of the community: they are not, for example, chaaels, 
indentured .servants or minors. 

Only a minority of the worid's population have ever been citizens 
in this .sense. Most have not belonged to communities of the relevant 
kind, or they have belonged to such communiues, but not as independ
ent members. The history of the concept of citizenship is first, the 
history of the idea of a self-governing community, and secondly, the 
history of understandings of dependent and independent statuses 
within particular communities of that kind. The laner is what most 
concerns us here. 

For present purposes these understandings of citizenship can be 
approached from three rather different perspectives. These concern, 
first, the obligations and the rights of citizens; second, the exclusive 
character of citizenship; and third, the {peculiar egalitarianism of 
contemporary Western views of citizenship. 

Rights and Obligations 
First, there are questions to do with the rights and obligations involved 
in the status of citizenship, and with the attributes required of persons 
if they are to be the subjects of those rights and obligations. The most 
imponant issues here concern tlie role of citizens in the government of 
the community and the status of rights in relation to government. In its 
strongest fomi, the republican tradition of political thought mainuins 
that the community should be governed and defended by the collective 
activity of its citizens. From this point of view each citizen is an officer 
of the community, and the personal attributes and qualities of indi
vidual citizens may therefore be regarded as maners of legitimate 
concern for the community as a whole. Macfiiavelli's Commentaries. 
for example, suggest that the lil>erty of individual citizens is crucially 
dependent on the liberty of their community, and also that the latter in 
turn requires the maintenance of appropriate virtues amongst the 
citizenry (Skinner, 1984). Tlie posse.ssion of courage, integrity, moral 
sensitivity and praaical intelligence is an obligation of citizenship. 

Where the commitment to active citizen participation in govern
ment is relaxed, we also find some relaxation of the insistence on 
citizen vinue. Republicanism in the strong participatory sense just 
noted has normally been associated with the small city states of ancient 
Greece and of eariy mcxiem Europe. Larger communities have usually 
been thought to require governments of other kinds, depending for the 
most pan on the consent of citizeris rather than on their aaive 
involvement — except perhaps on an intermittent basis. The Federal-
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ist Pc^jers, for example, argue that government in the modem world 
should be representative or indirect for two reasons. The one that 
concerns us at this point is a maner of size: a nation small enough to 
be governed directly by its citizens would not be large enough to 
defend itself against powerful sutes. A republic able to defend its 
indepKjndcnce must therefore also be one in which the great majonty 
of citizens can play little direct part in government. Since, on this view, 
citizens would not normally be officers of the commimity the virtues 
that could reasonably be requirtxl of them must be correspondingly 
less demanding. In effect, the problem of ensuring that citizens are 
virtuous is reconceptualised as a matter of institutions rather than a 
maner of persons. 

However, even where citizens are not called upon to play an 
active pan in the government of their community they arc generally 
expeaed to participate at some level in a common culture. The 
community of citizens is also thought to be a moral community in 
which a minimum of shared values helps susuin, and is in turn 
sustained by, the life of what is often called civil scxriety — a sphere of 
social interaction, not direcdy controlled by government, in which 
citizens engage with others and discuss maners of general concern. 

On the matter of rights, the requirement that citizens play their part 
in the life of the community would seem to imply a corresponding 
responsibility on the part of the community to ensure that its citizens 
are not prevented from so doing. This is a maner of political and civil 
liberties, at least in the first instance: the freedom to air one's views in 
public discussion and to initiate legal proceedings. But it has 
sometimc-s also been thought to involve economic support. It is in 
such terms, for example, that the Athenians jiistified payment of 
citizens from the poorer classes for the performancx- of public services. 
A related view forms part of Rousseau's insistence that equality 

should not lie taken to imply that degrees of power and wealth 
should be absolutely the same for all, but rather that power 
shall stop shon of violence and never be exercised except by 
virtue of authority and law. and. where wealth is concerned, 
that no citizen be rich enough to buy another, and none so 
poor as to be forced to sell himself (Rousseau, 1968:96) 

Even if they play no active part in government, citizens are still 
expected to participate in the life of civil society — and influential 
traditions of social-policy analysis have argued that government has an 
obligation to ensure that citizens have the wherewithal to do so. On 
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the one hand, following Marshall, this is now regarded as a maaer of 
the social rights of ckizenship (Marshall, 1950; Barbalei. 1988; Turner, 
1986). On the other hand, community action to prevent the emergence 
of a disaffected underclass is often regarded as a matter of elementary 
prudence (Dahrendorf, 1988). 

Finally, the rights of citizens (and others) have often been 
understood in a rather different sense as securing their standing as 
independent persons. If their independence is to have any real force 
then such rights cannot be subordinated to the will of the community 
as it might be expressed at any particular point in time. 'I'he Roman 
doctrine of the rule of laws (rather than of men) and the eady modem 
doctrine of natural rights both carry this implicatk>n. Such views of the 
rights of citizens imply a correspondingly relaxed understanding of the 
rc(|uirements of virtue: citizens have rights irrespective of whether their 
fellow citizens see them as virtuous. This point brings us to the .second, 
and more important, argument of the FederaUsi Papers in favour of 
representative government. Such a form of government would be 
democrats (in the sense that the people mie) but it would also provide 
the benefits of constitutionalism. In effect, the tensions between 
competing governmental powers would defend the rights of citizens 
against any capricious will of the majority. 

Exclusiveness 
The second perspective from which the understanding of citizenship 
can be approached concerns its exclusive character. The qualities 
required of persons if they are to be regarded as bearers of the rights 
and obligations considered above are hardly sufficient to distinguish 
the citizens of any given community from non-citizens, some of whom 
might also possess the requisite qualities Likewise, an imporunt pan 
of the common culture of the citizens and many of their shared values 
will also be .shared by at least some outskJers; and much of what they 
do not share could be acquired by them without tcx) much difficulty. 
The qualities required of Athenian citizens, for example, were often 
thought to be present in members of other Greek communities, and 
.sometimes even among non-Greeks. 

Following the Enlightenment, the qualities required of citizens 
have frequendy been understood in universalistic terms — that is, they 
have been regarded as qualities that are possessed or may be acquired 
by any normal human individual. However, since communities of 
citizens invariably inhabit a worid of numerous autonomous political 
units, to be a citizen Ls always to be a member of one communit>' 
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amongst others. The community to which a dlizen belongs will be a 
community of citizens (and others), but it will also be identified as a 
community in other ways. Athenian citizens, for example, had to be 
sons of Athenian citizens (and of Athenian mothers from the middle of 
the fifth century), althougli this requirement was relaxed in tlie dosing 
stages of the Peloponnesian War. Notions of descent (and the 
apparently more respectable surrogate notion of a distinctive national 
culture that cannot readily be acquired by persons who are not I X M T I 

into it) have always played an important part in the way ciiizx^nship has 
Ijeen understood within particular communities. In the modem 
period, such rurtions have generally coexisted in uneasy relationship 
with other prirKiples of irurlusion and exclusion Germany. Israel and 
Japan are examples of Wesiem democracies in which citizenship is 
restricted primarily in terms of descent. Elsewhere the legal require
ments of citizenship are usually less restrictive, although the implicit or 
explicit identification of the national community in terms of descent 
remains a common feature of public discu.ssion of the issue. 

Egalitarian Ism 
Perhaps the feature that most distinguishes the understandings of 
dtizeruhip that have developed in the modem West from those that are 
best known from classical antiquity and the eariy modem period is 
their radical egalitarianism. Rousseau's account of equality has already 
been noted He views it. not as a maner of abolishing differences of 
wealth and power between citizens, but rather as keeping such 
differences within tolerable limits. However, what is at issue here is not 
that sense of equality, which can also be found in some writings of the 
dassical period. Rather it concerns three striking respects in which the 
egalitarianism of contemporary accounts of citizenship distinguishes 
them from their eariier counterparts. Citizenship in Athens and in 
Rome was a matter of a limited .set of siatu-ses within a larger and highly 
differentiated network of statuses. First, dtizens were divided (largely 
according to wealth, at least in the first instanc e) into legally defmed 
dasses with distinct rights and obligations. Second, most members of 
the community could not be citizens, if only because they were not 
legally regarded as independent persons. Third, even if we leave to 
one side inhabitants of subject territories, numerous independent 
persons were subjea to the laws of the community but did not possess 
the political rights of citizens. Metics in Athens, for example, were 
personally free non-citizens who were nevertheless subject to taxation 
and lable for military service. 
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With some qualifications, the most influential of contemporary 
We-siem understandings of citizenship have been egalitarian in all 
three respects. First, citizens are not divided into legally defined classes 
or estates. Indeed, since the Enlightenment it has been difficult to 
mount an intellectually respectable case for any such division between 
citizens — although sterling efforts were once made to defend prop
erty qualifications for the franchise. If we are to believe the authors of 
the Federailst Papers, representative govemment offers all die benefits 
of consutuiionalism without the need for competition between estates. 
Second, almost all members of the community are legally regarded as 
independent persons, and therefore as citizens (children now being 
the only significant exceptions). The third issue is more problematic. 
Although there are significant alien minorities in all societies, the 
predominant Western view seems to be that all permanent residents 
should nonnally have the status of citizen. Even tho.se who would 
restrict citizenship on grounds of descent tend to be egalitarian in this 
respect. The assumption Ls that non-citizens may be present in the 
community but only on a temporary basis. They would normaUy be 
expected to move on, or else, if they were eligible, to become citizens. 

i n . CULTURAL PLURALISM 
This egalitarian understanding of citizenship, together with the view 
that all citizens should share to some degree in a common culture, 
suggest diat citizenship is now considered in the West against the 
background of a conception of community in which the unity of a self-
governing polity is expected to correspond to the unity of a national 
culture. Exceptions, such as Belgium, Canada and the United King
dom, are regarded as anomalous and also, for precisely that reason, as 
potentially unstable. 

I have stressed this aspect of contemporary Western under
standings of citizenship partly in order to make explicit what is often 
taken for granted. But my more serious concern is to bring out the 
peculiarity of this a.s.sumption of cultural homogeneity. In fact, the 
experience of cultural diversity has been the normal human condition 
throughout recorded history (McNeill, 1986). Wherever tliere have l>een 
states (and this includes all societies in which there have been citizens) 
they have coexisted with other states or with non-state societies beyond 
dicir Ixjrders, political Ixaundaries have been disputed and subject to 
change, and those boundaries have always been permeable to a greater 
or lesser degree. States have always had to live with culmrally diverse 
populations, including significant groupw of ft>reign descent. 
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The populations of cities have usually been more diverse than 
those of the larger political units within which they have been located. 
One reason for this is that, until recendy, cities throughout the worid 
have been more than usually unhealthy places in which to live: they 
have been able to maintain their populatk>ns only by sucking in people 
from outside. Another reason, and one that remains significant, is that 
cities arc centres of administration, of trade, and sometimes of 
diplomacy — all of which attract residents from elsewhere. 

The perception of cultural difference is often, of course, a matter 
of perspective. Much of the diversity that Amerk:ans or Australians 
regard as an important feature of their own societies might also be 
subsumed within a broader notion of a common culture. However that 
may be, die modem experience of cultural diversity poses a problem 
for all Western (and non-Western) societies. First, the discourse of 
citizenship normally presupposes a common culture which functions 
both to sustain citizens' life together and to distinguish them from 
citizens of other communities. Second, however that common culture 
might be identified, the community will invariably contain a significant 
minority who do not share it. The idea that die political community 
consists, or should normally consist, of those who share a common 
culture is an illusion. To the extent dial that illusion seriously informs 
political discussion it can also be a dangerous one. 

Cultural Pluralism and Citizenship In Hie West 
It is imporunt to be clear about the nature of the difficulty here. First, 
the disjunction between the presumed cultural unity of its citizens and 
the multicultural reality of a stxnety appears to pose a problem largely 
as a consequence of die peculiarly egalitarian character of die contem
porary Western view of citizenship, with its sources in Enlightenment 
ideas of natural human equality on the one hand and in the variously 
idealised Enlightenment and Romantic accounts of the political cxjm-
munities of Athens and Rome on the other. 

Second, the cultural and ethnic pluralism of national populations 
in die West is a consequence of the incorporation of distinct societies 
in a relatively open regime of trade and communication. The pluralism 
of popubtions in contemporary societies cannot be explained simply 
as a legacy of the mingling of populations resulting from wars and 
empires; and it has become increasingly clear that it should not be 
expected to disappear even if the age of empires and of wars were to 
recede into the past. The fact that the pluralism of populations has 
shown no signs of withering away during the long post-war peace 
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(even in those societies that do not regard themselves as nations of 
immigrants) is largely responsihie for the gradual development of 
multiculturalLsm in Western Kurope, both as a set of governmental 
p>factices and as a pressing political issue. Cultural pluralism cannot be 
eradicated through education, stricter control of borders and removal 
of unwanted persons — at least not in a liberal society where even 
illegal immigrants have rights. 

Since the measures required to eradicate cultural pluralism in our 
societies would be politically unaccepuble (and economically disas
trous), these p>oints suggest that we should reconsider our under
standing of citizenship. Before moving on to the issue of 
multiculturalism proper, it may be worth noting that while the greater 
part of the population in most Western societies will continue to be 
citizens ( in contrast, say, to the situation in the Gulf Emirates), there 
wi l l be significant minorities who are not — and many of the latter 
wi l l be present illegally. In any liberal society even members of this 
last group wi l l have rights. Some of them will also fall i l l , or suffer 
from accidents or unemployment, and some wil l have children: all of 
which generate demands on the public services provided by the host 
community. 

For the foreseeable future, then, all Western communities will 
continue to be composed of both citizens and persons of several other 
statuses. In this respect, Marshall's well known account of the 
development of citizenship must be regarded as seriously incomplete. 
Marshall maintains that, having developed separately over the last few 
centuries, the civi l , political and social aspects of citizenship Tinally 
came together an)und the middle of the 20th century in llie welfare 
.sutes of Bnu in and other Western societies. The argument is that what 
Marshall calls the social rights of citizenship — concerning the provi
sion of education, health, income support and ocher welfare serv
ices — may have been the last to be developed, but they finally 
provided the conditions in which all citizens could be assured of their 
capacity to participate to the full in the life of their community. 

There are problems enough with this account of the situation in 
which citizens now fmd themselves (Hindess, 1992; Pateman, 1989) 
but the point to be iKMed here is that what Marshall presents as aspects 
of citizenship should be seen as elements of a broader system of 
differentiation in which the condition of a privileged majority is 
distinguished from that of varioas not so privileged minorities. It is 
misleading to present the civil , political and social rights (as Marshall 
calls them) that have emerged in Western societies as if they were just 
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so many expressions of the one coherent ideal. The p>oint is not only 
that they have their own histories (which Marshall of course acknowl
edges), but also that they have different sources and serve different 
social purposes. With some striking exceptions, for example, courts 
have insisted on the necessity of due process in cases concerning 
individuals who are neither citizens nor even legal immigrants — 
much to the annoyance of immigration officials and police. This most 
important of civil rights should not be regarded as if it were primarily 
an attribute of citizenship. Or again, many of Marshall's social rights 
are normally made avaibble to members of .some categories of non-
dtizcn in most Westem societies. Here too, it is misleading to present 
these "rights" as if they should be regarded primarily as attributes of 
citizenship. 

Now consider the question of multiculturalism I noted eariier that 
what is contentious is not the recognition of cultural diversity but rather 
the question of whether and in what respects it is legitimate to provide 
public suppon for minority cultures. In f a a , there are two rather 
different issues here. One concerns the promotion of cultural diversity 
amongst citizens; the other concerns the status of. and the treatment 
accorded to, other long-term residents. In practice, however, the first 
of these issues is the decisive one: a liberal-democratic polity that 
chooses not to promote cultural diversity amongst its citizens — and 
those other long-term residents who are treated in much the same way 
as citizens for most purposes of public policy — is hardly likely to 
support minority cultures among other resklents. (Consider the 
treatment of Korean and other cultural minorities in Japan, or the 
treatment of native peoples in societies dominated by immigrants and 
their descendants.) 

Why should the promotion of cultural diversity among citizens be 
contentious? One reason is that support for minority cultures appears 
to involve the unequal treatment of citizens. I return to that issue in a 
moment. Other reasons are suggested by the observation that the 
single most imp<»runt f a a about ethnic groups in New York city 'is that 
they are also interest groups' (Glazer & Moynihan, 1963; 17), and also 
by the argument that a policy of cultural pluralism wil l receive 
significant political suppon only if there is also structural pluralism — 
that IS. if ethnic/cultural communities are represented as interest 
groups (Martin. 1981:141-53). The question then becomes: why 
should the active promotion of interest groups representing cultural 
and ethnic minorities be regarded as problematic' 

To pose the issue in these terms is also to suggest two of the most 
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influential j^ounds on which mulliculturalism has in fact Ixx-n resisted. 
One involves an hostility to the minority groups thought likely (o 
benefit from mulliculturalism — or rather, a hostility to their effective 
presence within the host community. What is at suke according to this 
rejection of mulliculturalism is the defence of the community of citizens 
against what are regarded as alien intrusions Such claims rest on 
understandings of community, and of citizenship as the normal form of 
membership of the community, that have powerful support in all 
Western societies. 

The second and intellectually more respectable grounds for 
rejecting mulliculturalism appeals strongly to the republicanism of 
contemporary Western understandings of political community. It 
involves the claim that it is wrong for goverrunent to promote the 
development of sectional interest groups of whatever kind, if only 
because such differential treatment of citizens by public authorities 
encourages the pursuit of those sectional interests to the detriment of 
the community as a whole. In effect, it amounts to a corruption of the 
polity thn>ugh the promotion of faaion. 

A considerable literature has been devoted to the question of the 
proper relation between goverrunent and interest groups, and I cannot 
hope to do justice to it here. Let me just say that it seems to me 
mistaken for a reason which might seem to be largely pragmatic, but 
which also rests on an appeal to the liberal virtue of accommodation, 
which some, like Charles Larmore (1987), argue is the core of liberal 
political thinking. I begin by noting that the existence of sectional 
interests in liberal societies is not itself a consequence of public policy, 
although there may well be interest groups that are largely p>arasitic on 
publicly funded agencies. I f there are groups in a society, many of 
whose members regard themselves as particularly disadvantaged (or as 
particularly advanuged) as a consequence of their membership of 
such groups, they wil l make demands of goverriment in defence of 
their interesLs, or else behave in such a way as to pose s<x:ial problems 
of various kinds. 

The choice, in other words, is about how government should 
relate to such seaional interests. It is not about whether they should 
be allowed to exist, since, in a liberal polity, the option of suppression 
will not be available. I suggest that, rather than just allowing their 
discontent (or defence of their advantages) to manifest itself in other 
ways, it is generally preferable for government to recognise such 
interests and anempt to promote their mutual accommcjdation. Such 
efforts at accommodation would inevitably sustain at least some of the 
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differences that separate the interest groups in question They wil l also 
involve negotiation, which in some cases wil l require public support of 
organisations capable of negotiating with others 

There remairvs, rmally, a different kind of reason why supp>on for 
minority cultures might be opposed: that it appears to involve the 
unequal ireaimeni of citizens. It is one thing, the argument might go, 
to provide members of minority groups with, say, language classes, 
wheel-chair access to public places, and other kinds of assisunce in 
order that they may p)anicipate on something like equal terms in the 
majority community. It is another thing entirely to provide members of 
particular minorities with additional support to pursue their culturally 
distinctive version of the good. 

In f a a , multiculturalism would seem to conflict first with the 
contemporary, egalitarian understanding of citizenship according to 
which there should be no legally privileged estates, and second with 
the liberal view that all individuals etjually should be free, within limits, 
to pursue their various understandings of the good life. Tl ie objeaion 
in both cases turns on the understanding of minority. If it is understood 
in an exclusive sense, such that public support of the relevant kind 
would be provided to members of (particular minorities only and not to 
others, then multiculturalism does indeed conflict with an egalitarian 
view of the proper relation between government and citizen. 

Multiculturalism and Associational Pluralism 

There is, however, another possibility, which is to treat the field of 
eligible minorities as potentially open-ended, so that any citizen could 
be a member of one or more of them. In f a a , the idea that citizenship 
should be understood in this way is implicit in the associational 
pluralism advocated by Figgis and, at least for a time, by Cole and Laski 
(Hirst, 1989). This pluralism shares the liberal view that, as far as 
reasonably possible, individuals should be free to pursue their various 
undersundings of the good life. However, it disputes the atomistic 
conc-eption of relations between citizen and state that liberals derive 
from thai view; but not, it should be stressed, on communitarian 
grounds. 

>Xliere the communitarian critics of liberal atomism share — at 
l eu t as a normative ideal — the misleading identification of political 
and cultural unities noted above, the pluralist standpoint is a celebra
tion of diversity. Briefly, the argument is that most individual purposes 
can be pursued effectively only in association with other individuals — 
and tliai within any reasonably large community there wil l be a 
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plurality of purposes that individuals might reasonably wish to pursue 
A desirable polity, on this view, would be one that actively promoted 
the development of associations, precisely so that individuals would be 
free to pursue their version of tlie good. The state would, of course, 
regulate the behaviour of ass<x.iations, but it would also recognise their 
autonomy and right to develop in accordance with tlieir own internal 
decision procedures. 

Associational pluralism is not without its problems, but it does 
seem to offer an egaliurian account of citizenship that would not rule 
out the provision of public .sup>pon for minority cultures. It is not, 
however, entirely consistent with multiculturalism as this is under
stood, for example, in the Canadian report quoted at the beginning of 
this article. The cultures treated in multiculturalist discourse as 
deserving of respect and public support are restrk:ied to those that can 
be identified in terms of their ethnic origin. In that respect, multi
culturalism is essentially backward-looking: it aims to preserve a 
heritage of cultural differences that have been given by a certain kind 
of hi-siory. 

It is this aspect of multiculturalism that appears most problematic 
from the standpoint of associational pluralism. The primary concern of 
the latter is to enhance the capacities of individuals — and therefore of 
the associations to which they might choose to belong — to pursue 
their common purposes. It is not to preserve cultural relics from the 
past. In these terms, while it might Ix* legitimate in some cases to 
provide public support for cultures identified primarily in terms of 
ethnic origin, there can be no )ustificatk>n for restricting the range of 
eligible cultures in that way. Associations of BhuddisLs or Gays should 
be regarded, at least in principle, as no less deserving of support than 
associations of Italians or Vietnamese. If there is a case to be made for 
multiculturalism in the societies of the modem West, it is a case that 
would submerge it within a broader program of support for cultural 
diversity 
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Public Opin ion , Multiculniralism, 
a n d Polit ical Behaviour i n Australia 

Ian McAllister* 

L INTRODUCTION 
As a society based on large-scale immigration, the most consistent 
modem image of Australia is of cultural and ethnic diversity. Wilh 
more than one in five of its population having been bom overseas, 
Australia has more foreign-lxjrn citizens than any advanced industrial 
society with the p)ossible exception of Israel (Lewin-Epstein & 
Semyonov, 1985). In the past two decades, this diversity has gained 
exp>licit govcmment recognition through the concept of multi
culturalism This increasing interest m and commitment to the benefits 
of cultural and ethnic diversity has been pan of a worldwide resur
gence in racial and ethnic identity, characteristics thai the functionalist, 
Marxist and modernisation theories of the 1950s and I96O5 supposed 
would disappear as a result of technological and mdustrial change (van 
der Berghe, 1981; l^man, 1977) In Australia, as in so many other 
countries, tliese predictions have proved to be ill-founded. 

From the eariy 1970s, (xilitical elites in Australia became increas
ingly more receptive to the idea of cultural diversity. Rather than being 
a disadvanuge, as was the prevailing view in the eariy postwar years, 
diversity has been seen as an advanuge — socially, economically, and 
culturally. In tum, this new approach has been popularised in the 
concept of multiculturalism, a term originally borrowed from Canada 
(Berry et al., 1977). Multic-ulturalism has thus been viewed as a means 
of obvuting the potential for racial and ethnic conflict in Australian 
society — a potential that became all ttxi clear in many societies in the 
late 1960s and eariy 1970s. 

There are, however, two problems in promoting multiculturalism 
in Australian society and gaining widespread popular acceptance for it. 
First, multiculturalism is diametrically opposite to the assimilationist 

• The 1988-89 Issues in Multicultural Australia Survey was designed by Roger 
Jones and Ian McAllister and conducted by AGB-McNalrand Rcark Research on 
behalf of the Offke of Mulucuhural Affairs The data arc availaNe from the 
Social Science Dau Archive al the Australian Natkxial University Neither the 
original colleclore of the dau nor the sponsoring agency are responsible for the 
analyses or interpretations presented herein My thanks to |>aniclpants in the 
conference for their constructive convnents, the usual disclaimer applies. 
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policies followed by governments of all political persuasions in the 
immediate postwar years. While political elites are necessarily prag
matic in their political views, opinion change at the level of the 
ordinary citizen is bcxh slower and less predictable (Higley, Deacon & 
Smart, 1979; Putnam, 1976). Political elites may be commined to 
mulliculturalism, but it is by no means clear whether the mass of 
citizens echo this commitment. A major policy without a secure 
popular base represents a potential threat to the stability of the political 
system. 

The second problem in gaining widespread atxreptance for multi-
culniraliMn Ls that the meaning of the term, particularly as it is used and 
articulated at the popular level, is surrounded by ambiguity.' At one 
level, it is used as a simple descriptor for a society that contains a 
variety of ethnk: and racial groups. Used in this context, it has few 
political implications At another level, however, it means guarantee
ing equal representation and opportunity regardless of ethnic or racial 
background — a definition that has distinct policy implications for 
government activity across a wkle range of areas. 

This essay focuses on the popular conception of multiculturalism 
to answer three questions First, how do Australians view multi
culturalism and what do they associate with it ' Second, what popular 
suppon exists for multiculturalism and how does this support vary 
between different social groups within the society? Third, what are the 
consequences of these opink>ns for political behaviour, as reflected in 
p>atiems of party support' The data used in the paper are based on a 
major national opinion survey collected in 1988 that was designed, 
inter alia, to ascertain public opinion towards multiculturalism. Full 
deuils of the survey and the methods used are provided in the 
Appendbc. 

n. THE ORIGINS OF MULTICULTURALISM 
The origins of the contemporary policy of multic"ulturalism can be 
traced to the decision to permit non-white settlement in Australia. In 
theory, this decision was taken in 1958 when the dictatk>n test was 
removed, the wailing period for those seeking to transfer from 
temporary to permanent status was reduced from 15 to five years, and 
agreement was reached whereby the entry of "well-qualified people 

• Thetc is no survey evidence on how many Australians have actually heard of 
the lerm multiculturalism, although Canadian evidence suggests thai up to 20 
percent of Canadian dUzens In the early 19805 had not heard of It (Moodley. 
1963:320) 
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wishing to settle in Australia' — a euphemism for non-whites — was 
to be 'considered" (Martin, 1978:30). In practice, however, few non-
whites took up this opportunity until the late 1970s, when Australia 
began to accept increasing numbers of south-east Asian refugees 
fleeing from the political turmoil that followed the end of the Viemam 
War (Viviani, 1984). 

The postwar immigration of non-English .sjioaking .settlers had, 
however, already begun to force a change in attitudes towards 
immigrants well before the onset of large-scale Asian immigration. 
The settlement policies of the 1950s and 1960s were based on an 
assimilationist policy, whereby non-English s(>eaking immigrants 
were expected to learn English and conform to the cultural norms 
and values of their adopted country. This manifested itself in such 
policies as language tests for citizenship (and herKe the right to vote and 
starxl for elective office) and an unwillingness to recognise overseas 
cjuaiifications unless obtained in the British Isles or Northern Eunipe 
(Kunz, 1975) Perhaps the best example of tfie policy of assimilation was 
the intrcxluction of the Gcxxl Neighbour' movemeni in 1950, which was 
intended to help migrants adjust to Australian life through widening their 
contacts with the English-speaking population (Jupp. 1S)66:9). 

In the late 1960s, various .strains had developed in this approach to 
immigration. One indicator was the large number of migrants return
ing to their homelands, dissatisfied with their experiences of Au.stralian 
life. One of the first major criticisms of the assimilatk>nist policy was 
presented by Jerzy Zubryzcki who argued in favour of a modest 
commitment to cultural diversity through the mainienance of immi
grant languages and the developmeni of studies in European culture' 
(Martm, 1978:55). Thus theme was picked up by the Whitlam Labor 
gtjvemment and in 1973 the Minister for Immigration, A.J . Grassby, 
produced the first aimprehcnsivc statement of government policy 
towards immigrants entitled A Multicultural Society for ilie Future'. 

The adoption of the term 'multiculturalism' had much to do with the 
Canadian experience of cultural diversity. The klca of encouraging 
cultural pluralism had emerged in Canada in the 1930s where it had 
become associated with the catchword 'mosaic'.^ However, it was not 
until the eariy 1970s that the term 'multiculturalism' was brought into use, 
stimulated in part by the desire of ethnic groups to gain the same rights 
and recognition that had been won by French-speaking Canadians 
(Bullivant, 1980). In 1971 the Canadian govemmeni announced the firsi 

2 One of the most famous works on cultural pluralism of the 1960s and 1970s 
used this word and was wriucn by a Canadian: see Porter, 1965. 
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comprehensive policy towards cultural diversity, which it called "a policy 
of multiculturalism within a bilingual framework' (Berry, 1977:2), and 
this was the model and terminology adopted in Australia. 

Since the Australian goverrunent's 1973 statement on multi
culturalism, a variety of government organisations and interest groups 
have popularised the concejjt of a multicultural society, and a range of 
policy initiatives have been introduced to promote i t In 1977 the 
Ethnic Afhiirs Council adopted a formal sutement that advocated a 
multicultural society based on a diversity of ethnic groups and cultural 
identities, while recognising the importance of a common core of 
institutions, rights aiKl obligations. It also made extensive recommen
dations on how to ensure equality of opportunity in the labour market, 
and equal access to government .services and resources (Graetz & 
McAllister. 1988:80). 

The govemmeni responded to these demands by establishing 
several organisatktns. In 1979 the Australian Institute of Multknjltural 
Affairs (AIMA) was created to sponsor research on various aspects of 
immigration and ethnicity and to improve community relations. How
ever, relations between AIMA and the Department of Immigration and 
Ethnk: Affairs (DIEA) , which regarded the smaller body as an unwanted 
and unnecessary rival in shaping government policy, were never 
harmonK)us. Following a review of AIMA headed by a former shadow 
immigration minister. Dr Moss Cass, AIMA was abolished in 1986 
(Patience. 1989). 

AIMA's functions were split between a new Office of Multicultural 
Affairs (OMA), to which was allocated community education and 
community relations, and the Bureau of Immigration Research ( B I R ) , 
which absorbed a small research unit within DIEA and was responsible 
for policy advice on immigration issues. OMA was placed within the 
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet; this simultaneously 
demonstrated Labor's commiunent to multiculturalism while effec
tively protecting it from rival government departments. The establish
ment of BIR outside the public service was, like AIMA, an attempt to 
depoliticise the whole Lssue of immigration (McAllister, 1993). 

The most recent government policy on multiculturalism is the 
Natiorul Agenda for a Multicultural Australia, which was launched in 
1989. The agenda defines multiculturalism in terms of three dimen
sions (Office of Multkrultural Affairs, 1989:3): 
• cultural identity: the right of all Australians, within carefully defined 

limits, to express and share their individual cultural heritage, 
including their language and religk}n. 
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• social justice: the right of all Australians to equality of u-eatment 
and opportunity, including the removal of barriers of race, ethnic
ity, culture, religion, language, gender or place of birth; and 

• economic efficiency: the need to mainuin, develop, and utilise 
effectively die skills and ulenis of all Australians, regardless of 
backgn^und. 

To develop the Agenda, the government has alkxrated neariy $90 
million over the 1989-94 period; most is being spent on community-
relations programs, schemes to improve access and equity within 
gcwemment programs, and English language training. 

Although the formal govemmentciefinition of multiculturalism has 
changed several times since 1973, and there liave also been infrirmal 
changes in emphasis, successive governments have reaffirmed dieir 
commitment to the main principles of the policy. However, while 
immigration and multiculturalism have surfaced as political issues, they 
have rarely become party political issues. Both major partic*s agree 
informally that these Issues should not be raised in party political 
debate. For example, in March 1984 Geoffrey Blainey delivered a 
speech criticising the high levels of Asian immigration and what he saw 
as the difficulties in assimilating them. Despite some support from the 
shadow minister of iximiigration and ethnic affairs, Michael Hcxigman, 
by the end of May 1984 the party leaders had ensured that the debate 
was halted (Patience, 1989:421). 

Why have the major political parties agreed not to place multi
culturalism on their f>olitical agendas.' Three explanations account for 
this decision. First, there is party survival. Political parties seek to 
restrict interparty conflict to the economic dimension and exclude 
issues that threaten intraparty unity. Thus. partk!s ranged on a 
ct)llectivist-free market dimension avoid moral issues such as abortion, 
drugs or the racial content of their scxrieties on the grounds that they 
have the potential to divide their supporters and destroy their social 
bases of support (McAllister, 1992:201ff). On the rare occasions when 
issues such as abortion or capital punishment are debated within 
legislatures, they are invariably treated as non-p>artisan and votes are 
cast according to conscience, not party discipline, thereby neutralising 
their potential to divide party supporters.' 

Second, political elites have an overarching concern for regime 

5- A rare exception to this Is ihe abonion debate in the United States, which has 
taken on the pattern of a panisan conflia. However, the debate has nrvealed 
considerable divisk>ns within both major parties. 
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survival and place only those issues on the political agenda which they 
feel will not threaten the bask: "rules of the game' (Higley, Deacon & 
Smart 1979). As a fundamenul issue that deals with the content and 
direction of society, multiculturalism is often interpreted as being 
potentially divisive. The prospect of such a fundamental issue 
becoming a major topk: of partisan political conflict is therefore 
something that Australian political elites would go to considerable 
lengths to avoid. This also applies to such Issues as the territorial 
boundaries of the sute or the insdtutional form of the government, 
which are rarely debated by elites and only then with great circumspec-
Uon (Putnam, 1976).* 

The final explanation for parties not placing multiculturalism on 
the political agenda is what Cans (1968) has called the 'equality 
revolution'. In Cans' view, the state has legislated increasingly to 
preserve political and social equality starting with basic piolitical rights 
such as the right to vote and to stand for election and progressing to 
equal opportunity rights in the labour market. The net result of this 
revolution has been an extension of fundamental rights to cover ever-
widening activities, behaviours and social groups (Marshall, 1964). As 
a concept which encompasses a substantial minority of the population, 
multiculturalism is seen as the next logical stage in broadening 
fundamental citizen rights, and this is reflected in the government's 
polkries on access and equity For pan of a political elite to oppose it, 
and therefore make it a partisan issue, would be interpreted as contrary 
to the trend towards securing and extending individual rights in 
advanced industrial society. 

The political interest that elites have in restricting conflict to a 
narrow range of non-divisive issues means that the issue of multi
culturalism is rarely, if ever, debated either within or between the major 
poliUcal parties. Indeed, the corwervaiive views of voters on these 
issues means that elites would be severely circumscribed in their 
policy-making if such debate dkl u k e place (see McAllister, 1991). 
More serious, however, is the degree to whk;h ordinary individuals are 
limited in their ability to develop coherent opinions and perc-eptions of 
multiculturalism. In the absence of informed elite debate, public 
opinion on those issues is 'soft', lacking over time consistency and 
coherence (Coot, 1991). This question is examined m more detail in 
the fifth section. 

4. The 1992 debate on the Australian flag and rcpublicanisni also folk^ws this 
pattern Despite a strong stand from the Labor pnme minister, Paul Keating, 
almost all other parllamcniariaas have avoided the issue. 
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m. TYPES OF INTERGROUP RELATIONS 
A society can respond to cultural diversity in a variety of ways. One 
approach Ls to ensure that minority cultural groups assimilate into the 
culture of the majority, A second approach is to promote cultural 
pluralism, so that minorities can retain their own cultures so long as 
they maintain an overall loyalty to the society as a whole. These 
<»piions are, of course, not mutually exclusive. In terms of policy, 
government can foster both assimilation and diversity simultaneously 
in the difl'ereni areas within its sphere of control. The basic approach 
to inicrgroup relarions can be conceptualised in terms of the values 
held by individuals about the problem, values being defined as 
fundamental, often subconscious, preferences for particular personal 
and social goals (McAllister, 1992 98) 

The two questions that defme the direction that intergroup 
relations can take within a culturally diverse society are oudined in 
Figure 1 (Berry, 1977). The first question is whether or not there Ls a 
desire to retain independent group cultures, so that particular groups 
wil l have a degree of cultural autonomy. Some cultural groups may 
simply wish to assimilate, while others wi l l have a strong commitment 
to maintaining their cultural heritage. The second question, whether or 
not there is a desire to maintain intergroup relations between the 
majority and minority cultures, concerns the broader goals and aims of 
the society In advanced industrial society, maintaining intergroup 
relations is usually seen as crucial for regime stability; in technologi
cally less advanced societies, intergroup relatn>ns may be a less 
important component of stability. 

Rgure 1 
A typology of intergroup relations 

Retain group culture? 

Yes No 

Maintain group Yes Multiculturalism Assimilation 
relations? No Segregation Deculturation 

Cross-tabulating these two questions results in the four ap
proaches to intergroup relations defmed in the typology in Figure 1 A 
p)ositive commitment to maintaining intergroup relations and retaining 
group cultures results in multiculturalism, the cunent approach to 
intergroup relations being followed in, for example, Australia and 
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Canada Maintaining intergroup relations but having no interest in 
reuining group cultures results in assimilation. Assimilation is defmed 
as "a process of interpretation and fusion in which persons and groups 
acquire the memories, sentiments and attitudes of other persons or 
groups, and, by sharing their experience and history, are incorporated 
with them in a common culture' (Lai, 1983:159). Perhaps the best 
known version of this approach is the 'straight line" theory of Gans 
(1975; see also Gordon, 1975), whereby ethnic groups are systemati
cally absorbed into the host society until all remnants of their distinc
tive klenuty are lost 

Segregation, as emptoyed in South Africa and. to a lesser extent in 
post-communist Yugoslavia, is a consequence of viewing independent 
group cultures as taking precedence over intergroup relations. There 
is therefore minimal contact between the various cultures within the 
society In some approaches, thus can result in complete .segregation, 
but more frequently it is conceived as occurring within the occupa
tional struaure, with certain ethnic gn)ups occupying specific higher 
sutus positions within the occupational hierarchy (Hechter, 1978). 
The fourth and final aF>proach is deculturation, when both options are 
seen as being of litde value and the cultural component within the 
society is reduced progressively. 

The 1988 Issues in Multicultural Australia Survey opierationalised 
these opuons by including a battery of questions* which asked 
respondents if they agreed or disagreed with particular sutements 
relating to intergroup relations. To ascertain if individuals held a 
structured partem of beliefs about intergroup relations, the responses 
to the questions were faaor analysed, a statistical technique that 
identifies the existence of an underlying structure by correlating the 
items in questi<m (Kim & Mueller, 1978). The questions used in the 
analysis, together with the proportion of respondents who said that 
they agreed stfongly with them and the respeaive factor loadings, are 
shown in Table 1. 

Whatever the concepitual or tlicoretical complexity of the four 
approaches to intergroup relations outlined in Figure 1, public 
opinion views them as a dichotomy: assimilarion represents one 

). Only seven questions are used In Table 1 The eighth question was Australia 
would be a better place if members of ethnic groups kept their own way of life". 
This is ambiguous — it could be inierpirted as suppon for either multi-
cuhuraltsm or segregation — and as a consequeiKe cross-loaded between the 
two factors in Table 1. For that reason it was excluded from the Hrul analyses. 

56 



PuBUC OPINION AND MiiLticuLTUitAiisM 

Table 1 
The structure of values about Intergroup relations 

Factor loadings" 

% agree 
very 

much' 

% agree 
very 

much' 1 II 

Aaalmllatlon 

1. People who come to Australia shouU 
change then betiavlour to be more like 
other Australians (assimilation) 34 7^ -.06 

2. If members of ethnic groups want to keep 
their own culture, ttiey shoukj keep it to 
themselves (segregation). 29 .74 -.05 

3. Having k)ts of different cultural groups m 
Australia causes lots of problems 
(deculturation). 37 .67 -.15 

4. A person wfio doesn't speak English has 
no rigfit to expect to get ahead in Australia 
(asslmilatkm). 25 .67 -.14 

Multiculturalism 

5. It's important that we make use of the skills 
and education of all Immigrants. 73 -.09 .77 

6. 4̂o matter whether Australians were born 
here or come from overseas they should 
al be given equal opporiunities. 81 -.12 .75 

7. So long as a person Is committed to 
Australia It doesn't matter what ethnic 
background they have 62 -.10 .72 

Eigenvalues 2.4 1 J 

Per cent variance explalnad 34 19 

a Varimax rotated factor toaOinos from a principal components factor analysis 
with unities In the main diagonal No ottier eigenvalue had a value greater than 
one. The exact question was: 'Ptease tell me if you agree very much, agree 
a little, disagree a little, or disagree very much with the following statements.' 

Source: 1988 Issues In MultK:ultural Australia Survey, general population 
sample (n - 1552) 
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approach, multiculturalism anocher. The pattern of factor loadings 
shows that there is a clear and distinct structure between them; the 
four items measuring assimilation, segregation and deculturation 
(which, for simplicity, are all included under the single term assimi
lation) all load strongly on tlie first factor. T h e three items measuring 
support for multiculturalism all load clearly on the second factor. 
There are also consistent proportions of individuals who support 
each group of questions, around a quarter to one-third on the 
assimilation items, and Ixitween six and eight out of ten respondents 
on the multiculturalism items. 

Public opinion, then, views intergroup relations in terms of two 
dimensions, assimilation and multiculturalism, which are largely 
independent and distinct from one another. These two factors are 
therefore not simply representing the opposite ends of a single 
attitudinal dimension, as a casual observer might have predicted.^ 
B y implication, it would be possible to identify individuals who 
support multiculturalism, and at the same time endorse assimilation: 
the two are not mutually exclusive categories in the eyes of public 
opinion 

The values that individuals hold — their fundamental, unchang
ing beliefs about personal and social goals — determine patterns of 
Individual behaviour Iltc next stage of the analysis is to bring these 
values closer to the behaviours that they help to stupe by investigating 
what consequences individuals predict w i l l result from multi
culturalism, and by analysing their opinions on government programs 
relating to multiculturalism. Individual percefXions of the conse
quences of multiculturalism were again operationalised in terms of a 
series of questions^ and, once again, a faaor analysis indicates the 
presence of two underlying dimensions, one favourable to multi
culturalism. the other unfavourable (Table 2). 

Within each dimension. Table 2 indicates that popular support for 
the particular measure in question varies. Within the positive factor, 
nearly two-thirds of respondents support the sutement that multi-
cuiturali.sm "provides a greater variety of f i x x i , music and dance', while 
only one quarter support the sutement that It "provides a fair go for all 

6 The correlation between the two scales is -.27. 
Once again, the battery conuined more Htms than were Included In the final 
analysis Two term — inulticultunilism is the basis of Australia s Inungratior. 
policy' and muhlcuhurallMn is a fact of life In Australia loday" — were cleariy 
ambiguous and cross-loaded between ihe factors. Ihey were excluded from 
the final factor analysis 
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Table 2 
The perceived consequences of multiculturallsin 

% 
•strongly 
agree' 

Factor loadings* 
% 

•strongly 
agree' 1 11 

Positive 
Multiculturalism . . . 
1. Is necessary it people from different 

cultures are to live in harmony. 40 .77 -.10 

2. Helps tourism and trade witn 
ottier countries. 43 .76 -.09 

3. Promotes a lair go for all members 
of ttie community. 25 .70 -.25 

4. Provides a greater variety of food, 
music and dance 63 .57 -.13 

Negative 

5. Deprives Australians of jobs. 19 -.15 .79 

6. Means thai migrants get too much 
help from tr>e government 24 -.34 .77 

7. Undermines loyalty to Australia 17 -21 .68 

8. Creates suburljs with high 
concentrations of eltmic groups. 55 .03 .61 

Eigenvalues 3.1 1.2 

Per cent variance explained 39 15 

a Varimax rotated factor loadings from a principal components lector analysis 
with unities in the main diagonal. No other eigenvalue had a value greater than 
one. The exact question was: Tbere has been a M ol tafc about multi
culturalism lately, and people have different views of what it moans I'd Hke you 
to tell me how much you agree or disagree with some ol these views. Ttiere are 
no right or wrong answers, all we want is your opinion?" 

Source: as for Tat>le 1. 
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memljers of the community' Similarty. there is majority suppon within 
the negative factor for the proposition that multiculturalism leads to 
high urban concentrations among ethnic groups, but little support for 
the view that it 'undermines loyalty to Australia' Despite the existence 
of two distinct factors, they are, however, closely related with a 
conelation of -.44, and for that reason they are combined to form a 
single measure of popular opinion on the consequences of multi
culturalism." 

Finally, it remains to determine the structure of opinion on the 
policies that governments develop towards multiculturalism Again, a 
baOery of questions^ was included in the survey to analyse opinions 
towards government policies The factor analysis in Table 3 identified 
two underlying dimensions, one dealing with cultural and social 
policies, the other with English-language p>olicies. An average of 17 
fxrr cent of respondents said that they 'strongly approved" of the 
govcmment supporting cultural and social jxilicies, compared to an 
average of 50 per cent who approved of government support for 
English-language policies. Once again, however, these two dimen
sions of opinion on govenunent policies are moderately associated 
( r " .49) and for that reason they are combined in the remainder of the 
analyses to form a single measure of popular support for government 
policies on multiculturalism. 

Popular opinion on multiculturalism can therefore be dis
aggregated into three separate components. First, there is the value 
component, reflected here in the values that individuals hold towards 
intergroup relations, which can be defmed in terms of assimilation 
and multiculturalism. Second, there is a societal component, which 
measures what opinions individuals hold about the consequences of 
multiculturalism for the society at large. Third, there is a policy 
component which is concerned with opinions about government 
support for particular policies linked to multiculturalism. It is also 
possible to add a fourth component — the behavioural conse
quences of these opinions — atKi this wil l be examined in more 
detail in relation lo political behaviour in the fifth section. 

The faa that ihc second factor has a relatively small eigenvalue of 1 2 is also an 
indication thai there is not a strong disUncUon between the two factors. 
One Item was excluded from the analysis — "Providing Informailon leaflets 
about govemmem services in languages oUier Uun English' — for the reasons 
already noted 
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Table 3 
Ttw structure of opinion on mulUcullural policies 

Factor loadings" 
% 

'strongly 
approve' 

% 
'strongly 
approve' 1 II 

CuHural and social policlM 
1. Providing money to ethnic organisatior>s lo 

teach their languages and cultures to ttwir 
young people. 13 .79 .16 

2. Providing money to etfmic organisations for 
music, dance and otfwr cultural activities. 10 .78 .21 

3. Provid«ig nursing homes specially lor aged 
immigrants speaking ttw same language 15 .72 ,17 

4. Radio and television sfx>ws in languages 
other ttian English. 23 .71 22 

5. Teaching in schools the languages ol our 
major cultural groups in Australia 25 65 .18 

English language policies 
6. Centres where immigrants can leam English 

arxl receive Information atxHit government 
programs and services. 46 .19 .82 

7. Providing inlerjsive English courses lor 
Immigrants' children. 60 .08 .78 

8. Providing intensive English courses lor 
aAjIt immigrants at work 41 .28 .71 

9. Providing interpreters in hospitals arxJ 
the courts to help people wfx> don't speak 
English very well 51 .29 .69 

Eigenvalues 4.0 1.3 

Per cent variance explair^ 44 15 

a Varlmax rotated factor loadings Irom a principal compone"** factor analysis 
with unities in the main diagonal. No otfier eigenvalue had a value greater than 
one. The exact question was: Peoplo have differing opinions atx>ut what steps 
the government should lake to help the ditlerent ethnic groups in Australia. 
Please tell me wfietfier you approve or disapprove of tfw government helping 
in the lolkjwing ways?' 

Source: as lor Table 1 
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IV. T H E D I S T R I B U n O N O F P U B U C OPINION 

Public opinion may uke a variety of forms on particular Issues, each of 
them having particular political consequences (McAllister, 1992:7S>-
80). An opinion that tt-xords a va.st majority in favour of it and a small 
imnority in opposition has few political consequences, since political 
parties have little incentive to politicise the issue. These opinions are 
usually called 'valence issues', since they produce unity rather than 
division (Stokes, 1966:170-1). Another common form that public 
opinion takes is the normal distribution, which approximates to a bell 
shape. In this case, since voters are tTK>st numerous in the mkldle 
ground, parties seeking to maximLsc their election prospects have an 
incentive to moderate conflia on the issue and attract potential 
supporters who have no clear views. 

The distribution of opinion on the four asf)ects of intergroup 
relations identified in Tables 1-3 suggests that whereas multi
culturalism resembles a valence issue, the other three more closely 
follow a normal distribution, albeit with a bias towards support rather 
than opposition (Figure 2). No fewer than 72 per cent of the 
respondents in the 1988 survey fall into the category of strongest 
support; overall only 2 per cent say that they oppose multicultiualism. 
There is, then, little reason or incentive for parties or politicians to 
attack the basic principle of multiculturalism. since it attracts over
whelming support across the population. There is. however, more 
support for assimilation which, as we saw in Table 1 is seen by public 
opinion as distinct from multiculturalism. Indeed, more respondents 
sup>port assimilation (45 per cent) than oppose it (24 per cenO-

The distribution of opinion on the social consequences of multi
culturalism indicates that it attracts more popular .support than opposi
tion, but that it resembles a normal distribution. In the case of the polky 
aspects of multiculturaksm, neariy two thirds of tlie respondents support 
it, and it is halfway between a valence issue and a normal distribution. 
Overall, what these results irxiicate is that, pace assimilation, there is 
overwhelming popular support for multiculturalism as a principle, and 
strong support for it in terms of its consequeiKes for the society and for 
government policy towards implementing multiculturalism. 

At one level, these results are contradictory: ordinary citizens 
simultaneously endorse multiculturalism yet exhibit significant support 
for assimilation Moreover, studies of public opinion show that a 
majority of the population are opposed to the current high level of 
immigration (Gool. 1991; McAllister, 1993)- At anoilier level, these 
results are explicable in the context of which Issues are debated by 
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Figure 2 
The distribution of public opinion on values about inlergroup 
relations, ttie societal consequences of multiculturalism, and 

government policies on multiculturalism. 
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Source: as for Table 1. 
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Rgure 3 
Path model showing the factors Influencing support for 

government policies on multiculturalism 

Value component Societal component Policy component 

Multiculluralism 

Consequences of Government policies 
multiculturalism on multiculturalism 

AssimiiatkKi 

Figures are Mandardised regression coefRdenls. except for tfie path between multi
culturalism and assimilation. whk:h Is a correlation coetfk:lenL See text lor details of 
the construction and composition ol the scales 

Source: as lor Table 1. 

political elites and which are not. Multiculturalism is not debated by 
pohtical elites and has widespread acceptance among elite members, 
whatever their political persuasion; indeed, at no lime since the early 
1970s has the policy ever been debated by elites. It is not surprisiiig, 
therefore, that citizens follow this lead Assimilation, however, was 
elite poliL7 in the 1960s and before, and immigration, though not on 
the polibcal agenda, has surfaced periodically as an issue SirKe voters 
take their political cues from the information and arguments tliat filter 
through to them, elite opinion towards these issues largely explain the 
patterns of public opinion apparent in Figure 2, 

'•"here is an implicit causal sequence between these values and 
opinions, with valucfi representing long-term, enduring views, 
which influence the short and medium-term beliefs that individuals 
hold, these attitudes, in turn, have certain behavioural conse
quences. We would predia , then, that anitudes towards govern
ment policies would be more likely to be influenced by views about 
the consequences of multiculturalism for society than by the values 
that individuals hold. In turn, opinions about the consequences of 
multiculturalism should be Pirmly Twed within the values that 
individuals hold. These predictions are confirmed by the path 
model in Figure 3. which measures the relationship between these 
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variables, estimated within the hypiothesised causal sequence. 
Judged by the size of the cocfTicients, opinions about the conse-

quetKes of multiculturalism arc nearly twice as important as assimila
tion in predicting the policy component (standardised coefTicient of 
.41, as against -.24 for assimilation) and more than three limes as 
important as multiculturalism. In turn, the societal component is firmly 
based in values, more so in assimilation than in multiculturalism. 
Indeed, judged overall, assimilation is about twice as important as 
multiculturalism in determining the opinions thai individuals hold, 
which in turn is mainly a reflection of its greater divisivencss within 
Australian society. As hypothesised, policies on multiculturalism are 
most influenced by opinions about the societal consequences of 
multiculturalism. 

V . SOCIAL B A S E S O F SUPPORT 
The consensual approach of political elites to the issue of multi
culturalism and ethnic identity in Australian society and the conse
quently high levels of popular support for them, suggest that there 
should be few differences in the social groups that support them. In 
other words, they should have little relationship to the social structure 
of Australian scxriety. An alternative hypothesis is that although these 
issues have not been party politicised, there has been debate about 
them involvmg interest groups and the mass media; this debate should 
lead individuals to form a diversity of opinions, as well as leading to 
differences in suppon for muhiculturalism among particular social 
groups Moreover, the transition from assimilatjonist policies to 
multiculturalism suggests .some degree of generational differences in 
supfxjrt. 

Table 4 addresses the question of which social groups are more 
likely to endorse these attitudes than others, using ordinary least 
squares regression techniques to p>redict supp>on for these attitudes 
from two groups of variables, broadly defined as ascribed and attained 
charaaeristics. The figures in the table are standardised regression 
coefficients, which show the relative weight of a particular variable in 
predicting the attitude in question. For example, in the first equation 
(predkrting assimilation) higher education is about twice as imp>orunt 
as being from a non-English speaking (NES) counuy in predicting 
suppon for assimilation (coefficients of-.20 and -.10. respectively).'" 

10. since the coeffk-ienis are negative, suppon for asslinilaUon is therefore more 
likely among those lacking higher educatton and those »-ho are not NESB. m 
practice Australian bom. 
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Table 4 
The social baaas of attlhidas towards multiculturalism* 

(Standardised regression coemdents) 
(All zero to one ConsequerKes 
unless otherwise Multi of mulli Multi
stated) Assim cultur- cultur- cultural 

ilation alism alism polk:y 
Ascribed charactertttlcs 
Gender (male - 1) .07" .02 -.06* -.07-
Age (years) .18" .04 -.03 - .10" 
ESB -.02 .09" .07" .09" 
NESB - .10" .15" .30" .24" 

Socioeconomic status 
SctxwIIng (years) .00 -.04 .02 .01 
Higher education -.20" .05 .18" .16" 
Non-manual worker - .18" .12" .10" .08" 
Family income -.03 .12" .04 -.04 
(SlOOsper week) 

Variance explained .14 .06 .14 .10 

p<.01, • <.05, both two-tailed. 
Ordinary least squares regression showing standardised regression coeffi 
cierss predkrting the probabisty ol stpport tor the tour attitude scales. See text 
and Appendix tor details ot the construction and composition ot scales. 

Source: as lor Table 1. 

In general, women and younger people are more likely to support 
the policies and consequences of multiculturalism, and to oppose 
assimilationist vie\̂ 's There is also a strong effect for birthplace, as we 
would expect; indeed, in all but one of the models, being NESB is the 
most important predictor overall Higher socioeconomic sutus, re
flected in higher education, working in a non-rrunual occupation, and 
possessing a higher family income, all promote attitudes which are 
favourable to multiculturalism. The individual's level of schooling has 
no significant impact; all of the educational effect is uken up by 
whether or not the person has gained a higher education. 

These results indicate that the social groups which suppon 
multiculturalism are not likely to be the ones which support assimila
tion; for example, of the eight explanatory variables, in all but one case 
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the sign is reversed between the two equations. There is also 
considerable cor»sistency in the social support that is given to the three 
pro-multicultural aaitudes, despite their differing levels of general 
support within the populatksn The extent to which these attitudes are 
fixed within the social structure should not, however, be over
emphasised: the percentage of the variance explained by each model 
does not exceed 14 per cent, suggesting that 86 per cent of the variance 
remains unexplained, and in oi^ equation, predicting multiculturalism 
itself, the proportion of the variance explained drops to 6 per cent. 

The fmdings confirm the generational influerKe t>n attitudes, 
reflected in age. Older respondents, who grew up in the 1950s or 
before when the assimilation of inunigrants was government policy, 
remain more supportive of it, as wdl as more likely to oppose 
multicultural policies. They are not, however, either more or less likely 
to support the principle of multiculturalism The relationship between 
socioeconomic status and assimilation/multiculturalism gives some 
support to economic theories of ethnic conflia In general, these 
theories see ethnic conflict as more likely to occur among groupK that 
possess the fewest resources within the society; in practice, ethnicity or 
race become surrogates for conflicts over economic power (Banton, 
1983; Gordon, 1975). 

V L M U L T I C U L T U R A L I S M AND P O L m C A L 
B E H A V I O U R 

How far voters are motivated in their political behaviour by the 
opinions that they hold has generated considerable controversy. The 
American Voter study (Campbell et al., I960) argued diat voters were 
ill-equipped to uke decisions based on their opinions because in 
most imporunt respects they lacked the necessary information 
processing skills. However, in The Responsible Electorate, V O. Key 
(1966) challenged this interpretation and argued that voters re
sponded to whatever choices and altematives were placed before 
them, much in the same way as an echo chamber operates. If voters 
did not make judgments on issues. Key argued that this was because 
they were not presented with proper options: the fault lay with the 
party system and with party elites, not with the eleaorate. 

Although much of this debate has been concerned with question 
wordings in the different surveys and other complex methodological 
issues, there is some evidence from the research tfiat issues have 
increastrd in importance in the United States, Britain and some other 
advanced industrial democracies (Nie, Verba & Petrodk, 1976, Rose & 
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Rgure 4 

Levels of support for multiculturalism and assimilation 
by levels of Immigration 
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Tfie Immigration question was: Please tell me if you think that the government shouM 
accept more or less migrants into Australia? Should ttw government. accept a lot 
more / accept some more / stay about tfie same / accept some less / accept a kX less''' 
Source: as for Table 1. 

McAllister. 1990). This trend, it is argued, has been a consecjuence of 
the political nirbulence of the 1960s which was caused by, among 
other things, the conf l ia over the Vietnam War. In other words, greater 
discussion of is.sues at the elite level has enhanced popular awareness 
of them This has been demonstrated by Pomper (1972), who found 
that political issues were most important in determming the vote in the 
1964 United Slates presidential election. He attributed this finding to 
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the polarised presidential contest between Lyndon Jofmson and Barry 
Goldwater, which stimulated voters' awareness of the issues. 

The con.sensus within the Australun politKial elite not to make 
ethnic issues in general and multiculturalism in particular a partisan 
issue should mean that these issues have few cofuequeiKes for 
political behaviour. Since voters are neither educated by elites inu) the 
various arguments nor presented with firm choices based on these 
argimients. they should have litde information or knowledge un which 
to make objective decisions. According to Key's analogy of the echo 
chamber, since elites are not communicating information to the voters, 
voters will not return an echo. 

There are, however, two potential caveats to this interpreution of 
the weak influence of ethnic issues on political behaviour. First, as was 
noted in the previous section, although parties have not placed muld-
culluralism on their political agendas, interest groups and the mass 
media have raised them periodically, arguing for and against and 
questioning the assumptions upon which govemmcitt polkry is based. 
In some respects at least, this will have provided the electorate with basic 
information about the arguments and eiubled them to link these 
opinions with other political views Second, even though an issue is not 
debated within the realm of party politics, other related issues that are 
debated may have some indirect bearing on its level of politicLsation. 
Althougl) immigration is also not on the elite agenda, it is an emotive 
issue for many individuals and it has surfaced f)criodk3lly, though 
briefly, in party politics (McAllister, 1993). As a result, we might presume 
tiut it has had some influence on opinions about multiculturalism. 

Based on the relationship between attitudes towards immigration 
and intergroup values, values should provide an imporunt predictor of 
individual anitudes towards immigration. This is confirmed by Fig
ure 4, which shows the level of support for the two values by opinions 
on the desired level of immigrants permitted to enter Australia. 
However, only assimilation is important in discriminating between 
opinions on immigration, and its influence is largely restricted to those 
who favour more immigration or who opt for the current level of 
immigration. The dau suggest, then, that there is only a rmxlest 
linkage between views about tlie level of irrmiigrabon and multi
culturalism, but that there is a more significant linkage with attitudes for 
and against assimilation." 

1 • This Is confirmed by coneblions, which produce an r of - 30 between reduce 
immigralion and multicukurallsm. and an r of 44 between Immigration and 
assimilation. 
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Table 5 
Attitudes to multiculturalism, iimmlgratlon end party support' 

Labor Lib-Nat 

Est <SE) Est (SE) 
Intergroup relations 

Assimdation .02 <04) -.02 (.02) 
Multiculturalism -.10* (.04) .10* (-04) 

Consequences ol multiculturalism .24* (.03) -.24" (.04) 
Government policies on 

(.04) 

multiculturalism .08- (-04) -.08- (04) 
Reduce Immigration .14* (06) -.14' (.03) 

Intercept 4.17 5.83 
SE .33 .33 
Chi-squared 890.6 (882) 1053.4 (1048) 

" Coettidenl more than twice the standard error. 
a Logistic regression analyses showing parameter estimates aix> standard 

errors predicting party support (N - 1.054). 
Source: as tor Table 1 

Ba.scd on the modest relationship l)etween immigration and 
values cxinceming intergroup relalk>ns. as well as the lack of party 
political debate on the i.s.sues, public opinion on multiculturalism and 
immigration should have few consequences for party support. This 
hypothesis is generally supported by the results m Table 5, which 
shows parameter estimates and standard errors from a logistic regres
sion analysis using the five attitude scales to predia partisanship." 
Two points are apparent from the ubie.'* First, there is a consistent 
measure of piartisanship evident in the patterns of support. In every 
case, the signs of the independent variables are reversed in the two 
equations Moreover, conu^ry to expectations, four of the five 
variables — the exceptirwi Ls assimilation — are statistically significant 
predictors of party support 

'llic second point is that, contrary to expectations, Lalx>r support
ers are more likely to oppose multiculturalism: in other words, they are 

12- The survey included a question on poitbanshlp but not vote There were loo 
few Australian Demrxni paitisarB (n - 47) to permit reliable analysis 

1). The mrxlels were also estimated mnirolllng for social struaure, using the 
vanables defined in Table 4. The addition of these variables made Hole 
difference to the results presented, and for parsimony they are excluded from 
Ihc final analysis 
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at odds with the policies of their own party, devised by the Whitlam 
Labor Govermnent and supported by the post-1983 Hawke and 
Keating Labor Governments. They are, however. signiTicandy more 
likely to endorse the positive societal consequences of multi-
culturali-sm — an apparcndy contradictory opinion. The explanation 
for this contradiction rests in the interpretation of multiculturalism. 
Whereas the more practical aspects of multicultunilism — the societal 
component, expressed in p<«itive aspects such as tourism and trade 
and negative aspects such as urban ethnic concentration — are more 
easily linked to party political positions, the more enduring values 
about intergroup relations are not. Labor partisans can therefore 
oppose multiculturalism and at the same time support its social 
consequences. 

The major conclusion is that attitudes towards multiculturalism 
have comparatively weak links to party politics. In addition. Labor 
partisans adopH an apparently contradictory stance on multiculturalism. 
Both of these fmdings are a logical consequence of the lack of party 
debate on the issue. Since the major political parties have an informal 
consensus not to raise these issues in political debate, voters gain litde 
information or cues about the rcspeaive party positions; in Key's 
terms, the echo that is returned Ls distinctly muled and confused. 

V n . CONCLUSION 
As it is used in everyday language, mulliculturalism is a vague concept. 
At one level, it denotes a certain relationship between racial and ethnic 
groups within a society, while at another level, it implies a set of policy 
prescriptions. As Moodley (1983:320) puts it, the term 'encompasses a 
range of notions of heritage, cultural diversity, recreation and entertain
ment acuvities, cultural centres, and an entire way of life with 
fundamenul institutional structures'. Given the ambiguity concerning 
the e x a a meaning of multiculturalism, it is perhaps not surprising that 
there is conskterable popular confusnn about its meaning and conse
quences 

ThLs paper has argued that political elites place on the political 
agenda only those issues that they feel will not tlircaien party survival 
or undermine regime stability. Ethnic issues fail on both of these 
counts: not only are they as likely to divide p>art>' supporters and 
undermine the parties' social bases, pxxentially they represent a serious 
risk to the survival of the regime. It is therefore hardly surprising that 
the issue has never been formally debated within pany politics. To all 
intents and purposes, there is an elite consensus to ensure that 
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multiculturalism and related ethnic issues do not reach the political 
agenda. At the electoral level, this consensus has worked well. The 
handful of minor parties and candidates that have contested State and 
federal elections on anti-immigration and anti-multicultural platforms 
have received derisory votes. 

Several examples exist of party elites avoiding debate on the issue. 
After Geoffrey Blainey raised the issue of Asian immigration in 1984, 
Michael Hodgnun was removed from the shadow imnugraiion portfo
lio when it appeared he would take up the issues raised by Blainey. 
Similariy, when it looked as if Stewan We-st, then immigration minister, 
would also enter the debate in opposition to Blainey, he was replaced 
by Chris Hurford O^PP. 1988:176) Similar elite moves to stifle conflict 
followed the publication of the 1988 Report of the Committee to Advise 
on Australia's Immigration Policies, chaired by Dr Stephen Fitzgerald. 
In their formal policy pronouncements, parties have similarly avoided 
generating controversy on the issue since multiculturalism became 
formal government policy in 1973 (McAllister & Moore, 1991a). 

A major consequerure of this lack of elite debate about multi
culturalism I S that the electorate has little coherent and struaured 
opinion on the issue. Since the issue is raised only within the ma.ss 
media and by corKemed indivkiuals and interest groups, voters do not 
receive any summary of the arguments. Instead, multiculturalism 
represents a valence issue within public opinion, receiving over
whelming popular support but without any clear popular understand
ing of what the term implies. The only opposition to the concept is 
incorjxMated within the notkjn of assimilation, which although largely 
independent from multiculturalism within the popular mind, implies a 
set of policies that are diametrically opposed to multiculturalism. 
Another finding is that multiculturalism has relatively few implicatioru 
for political behaviour in Australia. Elections have not been won or lost 
on multiculturalism; nor do they look like being won or lost on the 
issue in the future. 

I< For example, In ihc 1990 federal elcclion, Australians Agalasi Further Immigra
tion contested one House of Representatives seat and entered iwo candidates 
In Vicuxia for the Senate. The Hcxise of Reprcseniauves candidate (standing 
agaiast Andrew Peacock In Kooyong) received 1.24 per ceni of the first 
preference vote, while the two Senate candidates gained 0 16 per cent and 0.01 
percent of the vote, respectively 
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Appendix: Data and Mediods 

The dau are the 19fi8-89 Issues m Multicultural Australia Survey. The 
survey was a random sample of individuals aged 15 years and over 
within four populations: the general population (n-1552); persons 
bom in non-EnglLsh speaking c«)untries (n-986); recently arrived 
immigrants (n-1141); and the second generation (n-823)- Full deuils 
of the .sample and weighting procedures can be found in Social Science 
Data Archives (1989:1-7). The analyses reported here use the general 
population and NESB samples. In addition, the partisanship arulyses 
reported in Table 5 and Figure 3 are restricted to those who are eligible 
to vote. 

The scales identified in the factor analyses in Tables 1 to 3 were 
constructed by first scoring missing values to the mean of each item, 
dividing each item by its standard deviation (to ensure that no single 
item domiiuted the scale), and then summing the items respecting 
.signs The scales were then transformed into zero to 10 scales. In 
Figure 2, these scales are recoded to five categories in order to replicate 
the cxxling of the original items from which they were formed. 

Table 4 relies on multiple regression analy.sis, whkrh assumes that 
the relationships between the variables arc linear and additive 
(Hanushek & Jackson. 1977). All variables are scored either zero or 
one unless otherwise noted. Since Ixjth sets of results report only 
standardised coefficients, means are not shown Table 5 presenLs 
logistic regression estimates. This method is used instead of OLS 
regression because the dependent variables are dichotomous. These 
analyses are restricted to respondents who reported that they were 
registered to vote. The independent variables are the same as tho.se 
used in previous analyses, except that immigration is scored on a five-
point scale. 
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Multiculturalism: 
A New Zealand Perspective 

Richard Mulgan 

L I N T R O D U C T I O N 

In tfiis essay I use the example of New Zealand to illustrate the point 
that issues of multiculturalism and related concepts such as ethnicity 
and national identity are not local to one country but woridwide, 
arising out of what is increasingly an international lingua franca of 
political theory. The particular form in which these Issues appear may 
be unique to each country. However, though the partiaJar constella
tion of ethnic and cultural conflict varies from country to country, the 
general issues to which these conflicts give rise and the general 
language that we use to describe them and deal with them are 
universal. It is important that each country realises the extent to which 
its prol)lems are shared with others. By very deflnition, issues of 
ethnicity, culture and identity arouse an intensity of self<entred 
emotion. There is a danger, particularly evident in my own country, 
which has recently been obsessed with these issues, to see our own 
simation as unique and to assume that one must find a solution to it 
which is 'indigenous', if I may use a word that is highly tendentious in 
this context. Indeed those such as myself, who have tried to place the 
arguments in an international context, may become the objects of 
resentment. We may be seen, in some sense, as attempting to defuse 
or explain away a local conflict and to belitde the genuine grievances 
that give rise to it. Nonedieless. there can be no escape from the f a a 
that much of the language of debate is not indigenous but intemational 
in origin. It recjuires an analysis which is similady international in 
focus, though not overlooking factors of local variation where they are 
relevant. 

B L M U L T I C U L T U R A L I S M A N D T H E N A T I O N S T A T E 

I begin with two general points about the movement for multi
culturalism. The first is that multiculturalism, the need to give political 
recognition to ethnic diversity, is but one aspect of a general tension 
between the values of culture and ethnicity, and the principles of 
liberal democracy as practised within sovereign states. Cultural values 
tend to be collective and particularistic: they emphasise the values of 
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the group seen as unique. Democratic values tend to be individualistic 
and universal, based on legalistic principles such as universal human 
rights. It is trite, but true, that the end of the cold war has revealed, 
more starkly than ever, the potential for conflict between, on the one 
hand, social units based upon ethnicity and cultural boundaries, and 
on the other hand, sovereign slates based upon liberal-democratic 
principles. For over a century. Western political thought has held out 
the possibility of marrying these two sets of values through the 
sovereign nation state, a political unit in which each ethnic group or 
lution would find self-determination and each citizen would achieve 
equal rights. This became the ideal first of European peoples, then of 
iKMi-European peoples colonised by them. It became internationally 
validated in the official ideology of the United Nations. But national
ism, though it had some successes, holds out, or appears to hold out, 
an almost impossible goal. Its ideal is a political community that 
recognises the legitimate auiliority of die sovereign power of the sute 
within particular territorial boundaries, which boundaries also define a 
particular pxroplc, ethnic group and culture. It is extremely difficult to 
name any state that contains one and only one culture. Given that the 
number of internationally recognised sovereign states is nearly 200 we 
must accept the failure of the culturally homogeneous ruiion state as 
a Utopian ideal. Moreover, like most Utopian ideals in the history of 
politkal thought, it is one that has the capacity to provoke evil and 
violence. 

The question of natkmal boundaries, in the sense of where the 
boundaries between sovereign sutes are to be drawn, is perhaps 
beyond the immediate scope of our chosen topic. Multiculturalism 
takes the political community and its boundaries as given and then 
considers the existence of many cultures within the political commu
nity with those boundaries. But it is worth remembering that political 
boundaries themselves are theoretically precarious, because they are 
not readily derivable from any dear principle. They do not, as we have 
suggested, readily follow, nor can iliey readily be made to follow, any 
urumbiguous ethnic boundaries. Nor, it should be rememltcred, can 
they he derived from any clear liljeral-democratic principle. Democ
racy okes the particular 'people' for granted. As the history of Ireland, 
for instance, most neatly reveals, there is no unambiguously demo
cratic way of deciding the issue of boundaries. One of the broader 
issues raised by a discussion such as this is the general e f f e a of polk:ies 
of multiculturalism, and of other policies that give political prominence 
to cultural differences and ethnic diversity within the sute, on the 
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viability of the nation state itself. As political scientists are increasingly 
recognising, the nation state is of decreasing importance as a source 
and fociis of political power. The inlemationalisation of politics, 
particulariy the inienuiionalisation of economic imperatives, has 
severely weakened the capacity of sovereign stales to take independ
ent actkin. At the same time, centrifugal forces within the sute, 
including ethnic forces, are weakening allegiance to the sute. This has 
an effect on the agenda of national politks. I f the authority of the 
sovereign state is in doubt, so too is its capacity to deliver benefits for 
its citizens, particularly those benefits that involve significant redistri
bution or expenditure on shared institutkins and services. This is of 
obvious concern to social democrats who have looked to the state as 
an agent of reform and redistribution based on a shared sense of 
community and citizenship. The recent erosion of support in modem 
democracies for social democratic policies and the welfare state is 
often attributed to the apparent economic failure of Keynesianism and 
the intemationalisation of economic activity. But the ethnk: revival, of 
which multkrulturalism and other related concepts are a pin, may also 
be a powerful faaor in this process 

m. M U L T I C U L T U R A L I S M A N D D E M O C R A C Y 

The second general point is that multiculturalism is an offshoot of 
democratic principles. Multiculturalism is the policy that minority 
cultures should be recognised and protected within the framework of 
the modem democratk: sute It is essentially a policy on the part of 
governments rather than simply a description of the existence of 
several cultures. Its ethical origins lie in democratic concern for 
equality and the need to prevent minorities firom being swamped by 
majorities. Multiculturalism thus arises out of the experience of 
minorities who find themselves disadvanuged. It is a species of the 
general policy of afRrmative action whereby groups who are disadvan
uged may seek positive discrimination in their favour as a means of 
achieving equality with other groups. If members of a panicular ethnic 
group are seen to be disproponkinately underpaid, unemployed, or 
prone to sk4cness, then an explanation is found in terms of the 
destruction of their cultural values and social support, that is, the 
destruction of their ethnic identity. In New Zealand, for insunce, the 
main govemment fXilicy towards the Maori minority was for many 
years a policy of assimilation, an assumption that Maori would join the 
mainstream. Western-style society and achieve equally within i t 
However, this did not eventuate. Maori underachievement was 
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masked by the postwar boom but became increasingly evident as the 
boom diminished. Explanation for the failure was sought in theories 
of cultural alienation and dislocation. 

The government is therefore called on to protect the minority 
culture as a means of reducing and eventually eliminating social 
disadvantage Without such disadvantage, it is implied, there would be 
no need for the policy. Conversely, for ethnk: groufM who are 
relatively successful in terms of generally recognised goals and values, 
multiculturalism is less of an issue. Groups such as the New Zealand 
Dutch or Chinese may wish to preserve certain unique cultural 
traditions. But they usually have the resources to do this unaided. At 
the same time, if they wish to be assimilated into the majority culture 
then, in a sense, thai is their choice. It is not seen as a form of 
illegitimate subordination because it is not accompanied by sodo-
econofTuc disadvanuge. 

This disadvantage, ii should be noted, is usually defined in terms 
of the generally valued goals of society even if these goals are Western 
in orientation and the culture of those disadvantaged Ls non-Western, 
at least in origin. From time to time, Maori advocates who reject 
Western values have also rejected Westem criteria of success, such as 
being employed and earning a good income. But, on the whole, such 
material disadvantage is recognised as a disadvantage for Maori as well 
as for those of European origin. 

The implk:atk>n appears to be that the fundamental injustkre done 
to non-Western ethnic minorities is not so much their own cultural 
deprivation as their lack of achievement in Westem terms. That is, 
cultural deprivation is not so much an evil in itself as a means towards 
another evil. This does not mean that value is not placed in the culture 
itself for its own sake. But the dinching argument is the fact of socio
economic disadvantage. The link between the two is that bck of 
cultural identity leads u> lack of self esteem and therefore lack of 
educational achievement and lack of access to f>ther types of socio
economic status and success. The precise remedies arc matters of 
dispute. Some ethnic elites put ail the emphasis on cultural restoration. 
Others, however, argue that this drive for cultural recovery should not 
be at the expense of achievement and training within the skills needed 
to succeed in Western-style sodety. They accuse members of the 
ethnic elites of ignoring the value they have themsdves derived from 
Westem educatkin and of trying to impose a ronuntic view of their 
original culture that will in fact operate as a barrier to the advancement 
of other less advantaged members of this gmup. The arguments based 
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on motivation and self-esteem seem relatively well-founded. What 
may be more contentious is how such self-esteem is to be built, 
whether it should be in the school at the expease of other types of 
learning, or whether it should be largely extracurricular. These are 
questions for educationalists and other social researchers and need not 
be pursued further at this point. 

I V . E T H N I C D I V E R S I T Y O N N E W Z E A L A N D 

I now turn to look at the frarticular nature of ethnic diversity in New 
Zealand. Though the general essence of multiculturalism is the sariK" 
worldwide — tlie requirement for protection of minority cultures — 
the particular forms it takes vary depending on the cultural and ethnic 
composition of particular c-ommunities. In the first place, the number 
of minority cultures may differ — they may be a large number, such as 
in Australia or c:aruda or the United States. Or there may be effectively 
only two or three which matter, such as in Malaysia or Fiji, where the 
issue is very much the balance between a few clearly identifiable and 
well established cultures. Second, the ethnic minorities may vary 
according to their historical relationship with the dominant culture. 
Some minorities are recent immigrants and face the need to work out 
a relationship with a dorriinant culture that is of long standing in that 
country (such as Hispanics in North America or Asians in Australasia). 
Other minorities nuy be coeval with the dominant culture, like the 
French in Canada. Yet other minority cultures may predate the 
dominant culture, for insunce. the so-called 'indigenous' minoritk?s in 
countries dominated by colonial settlers and their descendants. These 
types of minority face different pressures and their situations may 
require different treatment. In particular, as I will be arguing, there is 
a difference between the situation and needs of so-called indigenous 
people and other minorities This makes for complications in those 
societies such as Australia and New Zealand, as well as the US and 
Canada, where there are both indigenous and migrant minorities. 
Policies of multiculturalism may face difficulties because they prescribe 
a similar treatment for minorities of different types with different 
problems. The particular interest of New Zealand in this group of ex-
colonial countries is that its most significant minority both historically 
and numerically Is the indigenous people, the Maori (Pearson, 1991). 
Other countries have indigenous peoples and indigenous movements; 
but the most salient ethnic minorities are migrant, not indigenous. In 
New Zealand, it is the other way round, the indigenous minority is 
salient and the migrant minoriues peripheral. This is die result of a 
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Table 1 

Ethnic origins of New Zealand's population 
(1991 Census) 

On* sttinlc group Total 1 >or cent 
New Zealand European 2 658 738 79.46 
New Zealand Maori 323 493 9.67 
Sam can 68S65 2.05 
cnmaaa 37 689 1.13 
Indian 26 979 0.81 
Cook Island Maori 26 925 0.80 
Tongan 18 284 0.55 
Niuean 9 429 0.28 
Tokelauan 2 802 0.08 
Rjlan 2 760 0.08 
Other Pacific 1 413 0.04 
Other angle ethnic groups 25 926 0.77 
Total one ethnic group 3 202 983 95.73 
Two Of more ethnic groups Total Percent 
New Zealand European with Maori 93 987 2J1 
New Zealand European with Pacific Island 16 602 0.49 
New Zealarxl Maori with Padflc Island 9 075 0.27 
Oltier combinations of two or more ethnic groups 23 169 0.69 
Total two or more ethnic groups 142 833 4.27 

Not speclHed 28113 

Total population 3 373 929 100.00 

Source: T99f New Zealand Census of Population and dwellings - National 
Summary, Department of Statistics, 1992. 

Percentiles shown exclude tfxjse not specifying ethnicity. 
All percentiles are rounded to two decimal placet. 

number of factors: the size of the Maori population at the time of 
colonisation and their level of agricultural cultivatK)n, plus a concentra
tion, until very recendy, on encouraging selders from one source only, 
the British Isles. Maori nuke up roughly 10 F>er cent of the population 
(the percentages vary with the question asked) while the great bulk of 
the populatk>n are 'Pakeha' of European origin (see Table 1). 

There are other Polynesian groups, principally Samoans and 
Tongans, who suffer social and economic disadvantages similar to 
those faced by the Maori and who have also been the target of ethnkr-
equity polkaes. In addition, a few European communities have kept 
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their identity, particulariy "Dalmatians' or Yugoslavs and the Dutch 
who maintain certain cultural traditions and aimual festivities but who 
have not looked to the sute for policies of protection or of equity. 
Tliere are also long-sunding Asian minorities, Chinese and Indians, 
who have largely kept to themselves. In recent years they have been 
joined by considerable numbers of Asian immigrants, Vietnamese, 
Cambodiarvs and. particularly. Hong Kong Chinese as well as Fiji-
Indians. 

But, in spite of these not insignificant migrant groups, the main 
ethnic division in New Zealand and the main source of ethnic 
attention has been that between the pre-colonial Maori people and 
the European settlers, largely British in origin, and their descendants, 
the so-called 'Pakeha'. European control of New Zealand derives 
from the Treaty of Waiungi of 1840. Under the treaty, the Maori uibes 
acceprted the sovereignty of Queen Victoria in return for protection of 
their chiefuinship and control over lands, fisheries and forests. They 
were also guaranteed the rights and privileges of British subjects. The 
context in which this treaty was signed was one in which the Maori 
tribes reuined ef fea ive ownership and control over large parts of the 
country. British setdement was confined to a number of ports and the 
more immediately habiuble land nearby. The agreement was seen as 
an arrangement of mutual advanuge whereby the Maori achieved 
some guarantee of protection from international invasion and some 
assurance that the behaviour of the British setders in the sctders' 
enclaves would be properly controlled. The British gained control of 
the process of land sales and kept the French out But the balance did 
not last The pressure of numbers from the settlers, and their 
conviction that land was there to be developed and that European 
civilisation had benefits for the Maori that the Maori were fully 
capable of adopting, led inexorably to eventual extension of sover
eignty over the whole country and the loss of Maori independence. 
The Treaty of Waiungi was declared a 'legal nullity' and an official 
docu-ine of assimilation was imposed. The fijture for all New 
Zealanders was to be pan of a single people in a single nation. 

This future, as already indicated, dkl not eventuate. Maori 
disadvanuge, in terms of the indicators of social and economic 
success, stubbornly remained. Maori leaders were therefore receptive 
to the ideas of cultural asseniveness that accompanied the worldwide 
ethnic revival. Their plight was similar to many other groups who 
app>earcd to have been forced to exchange their cultural heriuge for a 
position of social inferiority. Opposition to racial discrimination, to the 
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prejudice of white against black, as expressed particularly in the black 
dvil-righis movements in the US, was picked up and rcarticulated in 
New Zealand. 

V . T H E R I G H T S O F I N D I G E N O U S P E O P L E S 

Maori leaders were also receptive to the analysis and objectives of the 
international indigenous people's movement. This movement began 
in North America but Maori (and Australian Aboriginal) intellectuals 
were involved at an eariy stage. The indigenous p>eoples' movement 
was a combination of the assumptions of the ethnic revival, with its 
move to protect cultural minorities, and the principles of the anti-
colonial movement. The agenda of indigenous peoples was not simply 
to maintain cultural independence within the sovereign state and to 
resist assimilation into the majority culture. They also challenged the 
legitimacy of that state and that majority culture. They found an affinity 
with other peoples who had been colonised, most of whom had been 
able to throw off the political yoke ( i f not the economic yoke) of 
colonialism by gaining political independence and the right of self-
determination within their own lands. Indigenous peoples suffered the 
misfortune that the colonising powers had not just brought a colonial 
administrative dass who could be repatriated. I h e y had also brought 
setders who had come to stay. Moreover, the setUers and their 
descendants now outnumbered the original inhabitants and their 
descendants. The democratic principles of 'one person, one vote" 
majority rule therefore could not be turned against the European 
setders, as they were, for example, in southern Africa. 

To the normal requirements of cultural independence, such as 
bnguage, religion, cultural practices and so on, the indigenous peoples 
added two further rights which if fully implemented would require the 
creation of a new political unit — land and self-determination. The 
paradox of the indigenous peoples' movement, the frequent cause of 
misunderstanding, is that they appear to daim what they admit 
themselves to be impossible. As colonised peoples they daim what all 
other colonised peoples have claimed, namely sdf-determination in 
their own territory. Yet by their very plight, as minorities within 
sovereign political communities from which there is no effective 
escape into sepwratism, these ideals are unatuinable. There is 
therefore continuous teruion between their claim for self-determina
tion and the necessary refusal of central authorities to alkjw such a 
degree of independence, Governments may be willing to allow 
something short of full self-determination, such as relative autonomy. 
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local self-government and so on. But in terms of die language of 
international jurisprudence in whk±i the debate is largely conducted, 
they cannot admit the right of .self-determination without ceding their 
own authority (Mulgan, 1989a). 

If the claims of indigenous {peoples threaten die legitimacy of the 
state, they also threaten the legitimacy of demcxradc principles, 
particularly the principle of equal citizenship and one person one vote. 
That indigenous peoples should mistrust democracy is understand
able. In many cases the principles of equality and majoritarianism have 
been used against them and they have little reason to see the regimes 
that support these principles as benevolent. There could be some 
sympathy for constitutional attempts to incorporate the principle of 
indigenousness ahead of democratic equality, as in Fiji . 

In these two respects, then, the claims of indigenous minorities 
may im|X>se a challenge that is not fxwed by normal claims of 
multiculturalism. The latter merely assert the right of each member of 
society to the same degree, an equal degree, of cultural identity. 
Indigenous peoples, on the other hand, reject die legitimacy of the 
state. They also see no reason to accept equal citizenship with the 
illegitimate invader. These issues have been die subjecrt of consider
able political debate within New Zealand in the last ten years also. 
Maori demands, particulariy those of Maori so called 'radicals', have 
been seeking to reassert their lost independence in a way that, if taken 
literally, threatens the status and rights of other New Zealanders. For 
instance, Maori nationalists have sought to reassert the Maori au
tonomy guaranteed by the Treaty of Waitangi in a way that would 
recover their former lands and political institutions. There have been 
demands for a separate legal system dealing widi ail disputes concern
ing Maori according to Maori traditions and values. ConstitudonaJly, 
the Maori Council (a statutory bcxly representing Maori interests) has 
recommended the establishment of an upper hou.se or Senate with 
equal Maori and non-Maori representation. This would be the 
supreme decision making body; "one people, one vote' is said to be a 
fairer, less loaded principle than 'one person, one vote". 

In many cases, however, the rhetoric of the demands has been 
more disturbing than the actual claims being made. Most Maori 
leaders, particulariy the so-called 'moderates', have been seeking ways 
in which Maori grievances about land and about cultural destruction 
could be met within a framework that protected principles of equal 
cidzenship. The Waitangi Tribunal, which was set up to examine 
grievances arising out of breaches of the Treaty, has developed a new 
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and subde Treaty jurisprudence based on 'principles' of the Treaty 
rather than the literal meaning of the Treaty as understood by the 
signatories in 1840. The Treaty is being reinterpreted as a living 
constitutioiul document in ways very similar to those used by the US 
Supreme Court with the US Constitution. The Tribunal accepts the 
legitimacy of the present constitution and the rights of all private 
property holders. All that is at stake is the possibility of restoration of 
Crown properties or state compensation for past injustice. Further
more, the recommended levels of restitution and compensation are set 
not in terms of the ongoing value of the property but in terms of the 
present and future need of Maoris. The implicit principles are those of 
democratic equality and affirmative action. If there were no disadvan
tage there would be no claim. Where favoured treatment is sought it 
is in terms of appropriate actk>n to remedy an inequality. 

Again, most Maoris would accept the principle of 'one p>erson one 
vote' and would simply be looking for proportionate equality within 
the existing system. When the principle of indigenous supremacy was 
proclaimed by the Rabuka coups in Fiji, a few extreme Maori radicals 
supp)oned what they saw as a proper reasserlion of ancestral indig
enous rights. But most distanced themselves from it, and were clearly 
not happy about supporting a set of principles that deprived other 
Fijians, particulady the Fiji-Indians, of their democratic rights and 
treated them as second-class citizens. 

V L B I C U L T U R A U S M V S M U L T I C U L T U R A L I S M 

In this sense the u-eatment being sought by and for Maoris may be seen 
as essentially the same as that sought under normal principles of 
multiculturalism. It comes within the general principles of democracy 
and human rights recognised by a sovereign sute itself recognised as 
legitimate. But even if the principles being applied to Maori are those 
that are common to other forms of multkruliuralism. it is still true that 
Maori are being treated differendy from other ethnk minorities in New 
Zealand. Maori are being singled out as particulady deserving of 
recognition and their culture as particularly in need of protection. They 
are seen as warranting a degree of recognition and protection, albeit 
within the framework of the democratic sute, dial is not accorded to 
other minority cultures. This appears, for instance, in the concentration 
on the Treaty as a bilateral partnership between the Maori and the 
British crown that is now classed as a parmership between the Maori 
and the Pakeha peoples. This is why many New Zeaianders, both 
Maori and Pakeha, adopted the term 'bknilturalism' as a contrast to 
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'multiculturalism' (Sharp, 1990:205-15). to signal the fact that there 
were two cultures and peoples of particular imporunce, the Pakeha 
and the Maori, and, by impylication, that there was one minority of 
particular imf>orunce. Maori opinion, and much Pakeha opinion, 
would still insist that the Maori are different from other ethnkr 
minorities. The difference is based partly on their greater .salience but 
also on the hct of their originality. This origitulity is uken to justify a 
degree of recognition that is not necessarily to be given to odier 
cultural minorities, advanuged or disadvanuged. 

Does this involve giving excessive weight to originality and 
compromising the equal rights of other citizens.' Or can it be 
accommodated within the general framework of equal democratic 
rights? T w o arguments may be given to justify the special recognition 
of Maori within a democratic framework. In the first place, all 
countries that practice democratic equality and supposedly offer 
protection to all people and therefore all cultures nonetheless have 
ceruin cultural traditions that predominate in their public institu
tions — British culture in Br iu in , French in France and so on. No one 
suggests that all democracies should recognise all languages as 
official languages or should not entrench the language and customs 
of their predominant people and traditions. Political communities 
cannot survive without historical traditions and should therefore be 
expected to reflect and reinforce these traditions. It therefore seems 
justifiable that the public practices of a community can be conduaed 
in the culture or cultures that have, as it were, historical pride of place 
in tliat community. Odier cultures can be guaranteed the right of 
survival and proteaion without necessarily being given the right of 
full public incorp>oration. 

This degree of cultural discrimirution may gain justification if the 
members of the other excluded cultures still reuin close cultural links 
with their home country. The culture of the Maori people is more 
closely related to the history and cultural idenUty of New Zealand than 
is that of other migrant groups. Other Polynesians, for insunce, have 
their identity firmly based elsewhere, in .Samoa, Tonga and so on. They 
at least have a home that they still recognise and to which they may still 
go, if only temporarily (as was well demonstrated recently by the 
Western Samoan rugby team). For the Maori there is no other home 
than New Zealand and there is therefore a not unreasonable expecu-
lion that this home and its institutk>ru should rcf lea that f a a for them. 
For this reason, a policy of bkrulturalism may be justifiable on the 
ground that the public institutions of the country should reflect not 
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only the dominant Pakeha culture but also that of the Maori, in matters 
such as names, languages, symbols and so on. 

A second reason for giving preferential treatment to the p>roblems 
of the Maori minority in comparison with others depends on their 
being more severely disadvantaged than others. Though one may 
dispute some of the actual claims made by and on behalf of indigenous 
peoples, they do face unique difficulties. Indigenous peoples are 
dispossessed in what is historically their own country. I f they are to 
retain a sense of cultural kientity they must inevitably retain a sense and 
historical awareness of this dispossession. Indeed this is the prime 
event in their cultural history. They are then faced with the problem 
of coming to terms with this dominant culture and succeeding within 
the goals that this culture prescribes, They are psychologkally in a very 
different and more difficult situation than those who have come, or 
chose whose ancestors came, from somewhere d se and of their own 
accord, in pursuit of what the new country had to offer. The promise 
may not always be forthcoming but at least in most cases the need to 
live in the new country is one that was chosen. There are possibly 
some exceptions in the case of forced migration, such as the American 
blacks originally imported as slaves or the indentured Indian labourers 
in Fi j i and eLsewhere. But, on the whole, migrant groups do not suffer 
the dispossession of the conquered. 

Biculturalism is therefore justifiable as a policy or set of policies to 
incorporate Maori as an integral part of the public culture of New 
Zealand and to recognise the particular difficulties faced by the Maori 
as descendants of a conquered people. However, the concept of 
biculturalism is not free of dinkrulty. Preferring biculturalism to 
multiculturalism does have the effect of marginalising the interests and 
concerns of other minorities. This point is frequently made by Pakeha 
wishing to pursue assimilaiionist goals. If special recognition should 
be given to the Maori, its language its culture, then why should not the 
same recognition be due to Islanders, Chinese, Indians, Yugoslavs and 
so on> Special recognition is thus reduced to absurdity. This has been 
a favourite rhetorical tactic of those resisting Maori daims. Multi
culturalism becomes a doctrine that coukl be used to deny the Maori 
any special position and was effectively used not so much to daim 
protection for many minorities but rather, more often, to deny protec
tion for any. It is one reason why multiculturalism became suspect 
among Maori and liberal Pakeha (Mulgan, 1989b:7-10). 

However, this resistance to multiculturalism and concentration on 
the relationship between Maori and Pakeha also becomes a source of 
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genuine resentment for the other minorities. In particular, there is the 
implicadon that those who are neither Maori nor Pakeha are somehow 
legitimately excluded from the public life of the commuiuty. This 
brings real problems of allegiance and commitment to the |X>liucal 
community itself and to the rights and duties expected of citizens. 
Those who are guaranteed no more than the right to go their own way 
and are not allowed to be publicly incorporated, may be forgiven for 
feeling distant from the political community and resistant to claims it 
n u y make upon them. This is piarticulady true at a time when the 
government is encouraging large-scale immigraUon from Asia. It is not 
surprising that one of the most potent conflicts on ethnic lines 
emerging in New Zealand is between Maori and Asians. One of New 
Zealand's leading Maori intellectuals, Dr Ranginui Walker, has recendy 
attacked the government's immigradon program on the ground that it 
is bringing people to New Zealand who have no commitment to the 
Treaty of Waitangi. This is true. Most Chinese immigrants, for instance, 
cio not have the same historical experience of colonialism as either 
Europeans or Polynesians. New migrants from Britain or Holland, say. 
may personally have no exjjerience of living in a colonial or post-
colonial scKiety. Nonetheless, through membership of a f>eople and 
culture that was involved in colonial conquest, diey may be sympa
thetic to the enterprise of extirpating the wrongs of a colonial past and 
of building a post-colonial future. Immigrants who do not share this 
history wil l naturally be uninterested in this enterprise. 

Not only is this a potendal source of racial conflict but it brings 
up the wider theme of the potential conflict between ethnic diversity 
and the scxrial-demcxratic state with which we began. The encour
agement of cultural diversity within the state may weaken the state's 
hold on the allegiance of citizens. The social-demcxratic state, the 
state which takes an active role in income redistribution and the 
provision of shared welfare services, depends on a citizenry that has 
a relatively high degree of mutual sympathy and solidarity. It is not 
coincidental that the highest degree of commitment to the welfare 
state has been in countries such as Scandinavia or postwar Britain, 
noted for a high degree of social cohesion and cultural homogeneity. 
Conversely, any diminution of this sense of unity, for instance 
through the encouragement of ethnic diversity, may be expected to 
undermine supfjort for the more extensive sute. New Zealand, for 
instance, was once noted for its cultural homc^geneity as well as its 
cximmitment to sute welfare. Cultural homogeneity, however, is now 
denounced as an icieological cloak for the policry of assimilation and 
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the cultural destruction of the Maori. Similarly, the belief that we are 
all New Zeaianders or all one people is denounced as racist. At the 
same time, governments from both major parties have begun to roll 
back the welfare state. 

Though the Maori have been major beneficiaries of state welfare, 
many Maori leaders are putting their faith in greater economic 
independence from the state (Fleras, 1991). They seek to use claims 
under the Waitangi Tribunal to gain economic resources that they can 
then control for themselves. Given the genuinely demoralising 
effects of state dependence on aboriginal peoples in other countries 
such as North America and Australia, this may be a sensible strategy. 
In addition, other minorities, as we have seen, have been discour
aged by the official policy of biculturalism from having any strong 
sense of identity with the poliUcal community. This must also 
weaken their sense of common citizenship. In the last decade New 
Zealand has surprised the world by its rapid conversion to the 
ideology of the free market and its abandonment of what was once 
seen as a strong tradition of state economic management and state 
welfare. It is one of the arguments of this paper that the worldwide 
movement in favour of ethnic diversity within states, represented, for 
insunce, by policies of multiculturalism, has been part of the 
worldwide disillusionment with social democracy and with the state 
generally. In New Zealand's case, the particular form taken by the 
movement for ethnic diversity, a movement for independence on the 
part of the aboriginal Maoris and relative public neglect of the claims 
of other minorities, may be seen as particulady corrosive of alle
giance to shared public institutions. This may, in turn, be part of the 
reason for the particular strength of the market-liberal reaction in our 
country. But this can only be speculation. 
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L INTRODUC nON 
Malaysia is, without any doubt, one of the most multicultural societies 
in the worid. It is characterised by several edinic dichotomies. 
• The indigenous/non-indigenous dichotomy. The indigenous 

population is about 58 per cent of the tocal. Both the indigenous 
and the non-indigenous populations consist of different sub-
communities. The biggest minority is the Chinese minority — 32 
per cent of the toul popublion — and the Indian community 
comprises a further 9 per cent 

• The Muslim/non-Muslim dichotomy. This coincides to some 
extent with the indigenous/non-indigenous dichotomy. The Mus
lim population constitutes about 55 per cent of the total popula
tion. The non-Muslim segment again is made up of numerous 
religious communities: Buddhists. Confucianists, Taoists, Hindus, 
Christians, Animists and so on. 

• The Malay/non-Malay dichotomy. Here again there is a slight 
difference with the Muslim/Non-Muslim and the indigenous/non-
indigenous dichotomies. The Malay population makes up about 
52 per cent of the total population, with the remaining 48 per cent 
Non-Malays. Once again, it is clear that there is a very wide variety 
of communities. 

• Significantly, all these dichotomies coincide with economic and 
geographical dichotomies to some degree. The indigenous 
population is to a great extent a rural (and agricultural) population. 
Moreover, one can even argue that there are more poor people 
amongst the indigenous communities than amongst the non-
indigenous communities; but there are also very poor people 
amongst the non-indigenous communities. 

Ihe two questions that I would like to discuss here relate to this very 
diverse society. First, after 34 years of political independence. Malaysia 
has indLspuubly done better than many other ethnically divided 
societies. It has had only one major riot since indef>endence. One 
cannot easily compare multi-ethnic societies because there are invari
ably differences in texture; but nonetheless the contrast with Sri Lanka, 
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for example, is striking. Sri Lanka has a population of about 17 million, 
which is not very different from Malaysia's. There is also a certain 
degree of diversity in Sri Lanka, which has a large Tamil minority. Yet 
Sri Lanka, unlike Malaysia, has had continuous etluiic problems and 
major breakdowns, indeed, it now suffers continuous ethnic violence. 
Alternatively, one might compare Malaysia to the Lebanon. The first 
.series of riots in Lebanon began around the same time as Malaysia's in 
1969 (when about 300 Malaysians were killed). Or compare Malaysia 
to Norihem Ireland, where the present round of violence also began in 
I969-, arKl the Irish problem, which is long standing, has not been 
resolved. But Malaysia has somehow managed to come out of its 
difficulties, and has enjoyed a certain degree of success in managing its 
multi-ethnic society. I would like to probe that to see what sorts of 
lessons Malaysia can offer to culturally diverse societies elsewhere. 

The second question thai I would like to probe is this: in spite of 
this apparent harmony in Malaysia or at least the absence of major 
ethnic breakdowns, ethnic uneasiness undoubtedly exists in Malaysia. 
I would not use phrases like 'ethnic tension', which refer to difficulties 
that erupi from time to time. My concern is rather that there is a general 
ethnic uneasiness in the country, which suggests that there are very 
serious problems; and I would like to probe these too. Why do we 
have this ethnic uneasiness.' Why is it that I would be very reluctant to 
hold up Malaysia as a model of a successful multicultural society? Now 
these arc two things that 1 would like to probe. 

n. REASONS FOR MALAYSIA'S SUCCESS 
Why has Malaysia enjoyed this relative success? I would like to suggest 
five major reasons. 

The Economy 
The first reason is the economy. Tlie Malaysian economy has worked 
fairiy well and that has helped to keep the communities together. 
Otherwise it would not have been possible to undcitake what has 
undoubtedly been one of the world's most far-reaching affirmative 
action programs without disrupting and destroying the economy. 
.\ffimiative action has been pursued by the Malaysian government 
since 1957. Special proleaion for the indigenous communities extends 
into various areas, including education, the public services, licences 
and businesses, and land This has been accomplished partly because 
we have had an expanding economy, which has experienced magnifi
cent growth rates for a very long time. Over the last ihree and a half 
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decades, for instance, we have maintained an average growth rate of 
about 7.5 per cent. Wc have also been lucky in another respea: we 
have had a very good natural-resource base. If we were producing tea 
for the world market, our situation may have been different- But we 
happened to be producing rubber and tin at a time when these were 
needed in the world market. In the mid-1970s, when the prices of both 
rubber and tin began to decline, we discovered oil and became one of 
the major oil producers in South East Asia. So we have been lucJcy in 
that sense. But we have had more than just luck; we have also had 
good economic management. We did not go for a centralised 
command economy, which has turned out to be a disaster for so many 
Third World countries. Instead, we chose what has come to be called 
a 'mixed economy'. Growth with equity, encouraging free-market 
forces but at the same time making sure that the state plays the role in 
achieving the goals of distributive justice in both econonuc and social 
terms; a massive rural-developmient program that helped the indig
enous communities; educatk)n and health services; and so on. So 
while we had growth, it was possible to take care of the legitimate 
needs and wants of the non-indigenous communities and at the same 
time provide for the indigenous communities. This was possible only 
because the economy was expanding. 

The Politics of Accommodation 
The .second factor in Malaysia's success has been the politics of 
accommodation, which the ruling coalition has pursued since 1957. In 
fact, it goes back to 1948 when the British were still in Malaysia. This 
is a very complex point that needs some explanation. Malaysia 
evolved from a Malay polity. It has a Malay political background in the 
sense that there were Malay Sultans, a Malay community, a Malay 
society. Before the British period there was in a sense a Malay nation, 
even if not a single nation state. There were, in fact, a number of Malay 
kingdoms and that is the important historical background of the 
country 

The emergence of Malaysia's present huge non indigenous popu
lation is largely a product of colonialism. In many posKolonial 
societies that became multi-ethnic under the pressure of colonialism, 
the accommodation of the non-indigenous elements in the political 
structure has been a very serious problem. But in Malaysia we 
managed to overcome tliai problem to some extent. There was, it 
seems to me, a very liberal accommodation of the non-indigenous 
elements from 1948 onwards through a grant of citizenship that is 
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almost unparalleled and unprecedented. More than two million 
Chinese and Indians — and at thai time many of them were first-
generation migrants — were accommodated within the p>olitical sys
tem on very generous terms. That, to my mind, is a very, very 
important faaor, because it meant that the Malay nation through its 
elite was transforming itself from a nation into a community among 
communities. This is something that, unfortunately, many non-Malay 
analysis ignore. Political accommodation is something that very few 
Indigenous elites have undertaken, whether in Asia or elsewhere. 

Now this, I think, is something that helped to reduce ethnic 
tensions. The non-indigenous communities had a political role, which 
meant that their economic position, their cultural rights, and so on, 
were safeguarded in a political .structure in which they had a direct part 
to play. In 1959, for instance, when the first pariiamenury elections 
occurred, something like a third of the seats contested were actually 
non-Malay majority seats; and almost a third of the members of the 
cabinet came from the non-indigenous communities. This has in
creased slowly over time; diough in the la.st ten years or so it has 
stagnated 

Political accommcxiation has been a very important factor explain
ing the apparent ethnic harmony that reigns in Malay.sia. The political 
structure itself was transformed as a result of this accommodation 
because the indigenous Malay leadership felt that it was in their 
interest. This accommodative attitude has several reasons. It may have 
had something to do with the desire for independence itself because 
the British made it very dear that unless an attempt was made to work 
out a viable relationship between the communities they would not give 
independence to the country. It also had something to do with the way 
in which the elites from the different communities understood each 
other. They shared a similar background and were able to work with 
one another; and the pre-independencc elections all resulted in huge 
victories for the ruling coalition that the first Prime Minister, Tunku 
Abdul Rahman, had evolved. That gave them a sense of confidence 
that they could rule, that they could administer, that they were not 
threatened. 

Another factor was the socio-economic background of the domi
nant element within the Malay elite. This argument, which I have made 
in various places, is sometimes received with tremendous hostility 
because it is a very reacrionary argument. If the group that led the 
independenc-e movement in Malaysia from the Malay community — 
that Is, the indigenous community — had come from one of the other 
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socio-economic classes; if they had not been aristocrats; if they had not 
been administrators who were right at the apex of Malay society; if they 
had been, let us say, businesspeople or professionals, they would have 
seen the accommodation of the non-indigenous communities as 
undesirable, especially since the non-indigenous communities were 
economically stronger. They had more business people, they had 
more professionals, they had a middle dass. The Malay community did 
not have a middle class — which would have viewed the accommoda
tion of a non-Malay middle class through citizenship and political rights 
as a threat to their position. But aristocrats do not see the accommo
dation of businesspeople and professionals as a threat to their position. 
They could afford to be generous and magnanimous. It is, I think, a 
very important factor that the group that led the independence 
movement came from an 'administocratic' background (a term that I 
coined many years ago to describe this combination of aristocrats and 
administrators). They were very accommodative towards the non-
indigenous people. 

Cultural Diversity 
A tilird faaor explaining the apparent harmony in the country is the 
son of cultural diversity that exists at the street level. Even though there 
IS an official cultural policy dial refers to an indigenous culture with 
Islam as its guideline, there is tremendous cultural diversity in the 
country. Various languages are used, though Malay is the sole official 
and national language. Other languages are in fact recognised in 
national educational policy. Chinese and 1'amil primary schools are 
pan of the national education system, and it is possible to study both 
these languages up to university level. There is also great linguistic 
diversity. Many non-Malay languages, including English, are used very 
widely; for example, Chinese businesses often use Chinese signboards. 
There has been no attempt to get rid of these things, though once in a 
while certain shrill voices are heard demanding a more nationalistic 
cultural policy. But on the whole the ruling elite has pursued a middle-
of^he-road cultural policy. 

Democratic Dissent 
A fourth factor which would explain this apparent harmony Ls the 
scope that has existed since independence for democratic dissent. In 
a multi-ethnic society dissent is bournl to be linked to ethnic issues. If 
there had been space for democratic dissent right from the beginning, 
the polibcal situation might have been somewhat different; but 
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Malaysia has always maintained some sort of democratic space at least 
since independence. Both the major opposition forces in Malaysia are 
ethnic p>artk;s and they articulate the grievances of their respective 
communities; and this airing of grievances helps legitimise the political 
system and so helps maintain an ethnkially diverse society on an even 
keel. We have what 1 have often described as a fettered democracy: a 
democracy that is shackled but nevertheless offers space and scope for 
the articulation of ethnic grievances. 

The Inescapable Multicultural Reality 
The fifth atKl fmal factor concerns a reality of which all Malaysians are 
aware. Their everyday lives suggest to them that they carmot run away 
from the reality of a multicultural s<x:iety This reality is very different 
from multiculiuralism in Australia Malaysia, as I demonstrated at the 
start of this essay, is multi-ethnic at every level. When 5 per cent, or 
even 10 per cent, of the population does not fit into the homogeneous 
pattern of the society it is different In Malaysia, mulliculturalism is the 
reality that we are reminded of almost every day, and this has a 
tremendous im|3act on the political culture of Malaysia. Every commu
nity is aware of its limits, of the fact that there are certain things that one 
carmot do. Malays would not want a political system that is entirely 
Malay because they know it is just not on — there would be trouble. 
The Chinese and the Indians and all the other minorities also know that 
they cannot have a totally non-Malay political system or economic 
system; aspiratioas have to be limited. The psychology that has 
emerged in Malaysia to cope with this reality is very similar to the way 
in which the Jajianese, especially residents of Tokyo, view earth
quakes. Just as the Japanese fear earthquakes, so Malaysians fear 
ethnic-quakes. To avoid triggering an ethnic-quake, everyone holds 
back in public discussions and publk: articulation of gricvarKx». It is 
a di.sadvantage, of course, that certain things do not get articulated at 
all; but there are also advantages. It creates a culture in which people 
are a litdc more tolerant of one another's position and know that they 
must be mindful of certain things all the while. 

ra. MALAYSIA'S DIFFICULTIES 
In spite of its success, Malaysia's multi-ethnic society Is imeasy. What 
has given rise to this uneasiness? One way of examining the problem, 
which raises very complex issues, is to look at the specifk: grievances 
and at some of the prejudkes that the different communities have, and 
how this affects ethnic ties. 
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The Malay community is the most imporuni of the indigenous 
communities. The Malays as a whole — I am generalising here but 1 
think there is some legitimacy in what I say — greatly fear that in spite 
of everything, in spite of their political pre-eminence, in spite of the fact 
that they have managed to reuin their indigenous position within the 
Malaysian polity, a community that is economically weaker (under a 
capitalist system) may lose out in the long run. Indeed, with the 
tremendous emphasis upon capitalist growtli and development m the 
last few years, they fear is that since many indigenous people are still 
poor, and since Malay represenution in commerce, industry, and the 
professk)ns has not yet achieved its target, they really will lose out 

Malays also feel that the other communities — and especially the 
Chinese community — somehow do not want to integrate completely 
into Malaysian society, since they insist on keeping their culture distina 
and their language separate from the national language, the national 
education system and so on. These grievances and fears are articu
lated And since the Chinese are seen as economically stronger, Malays 
feel that if they are not careful they could be swamped. 

The great grk:vance of the Chinese about the present political 
system is that it gives pre-eminence to the Malay community, and this 
pre-eminence is r K X going to change. This means that, politically, the 
Chinese will always be a second-class community. In the economy, the 
powerful affirmative action program may go on for ever, since it has 
been initialed by the majority indigenous community on its own behalf 
(most such programs are initiated by the dominant community on 
behalf of the aggrieved one). The non-indigenous communities 
wonder what this means in the long run. for their children and 
grandchildren As well, many non-Malays— non-indigenous peo-
ple — fear that, even if they tried to integrate (many of them arc fluent 
in the Malay language, for insunce) they would still not be accepted as 
truly Malaysian. In other words, there would not be toul, emotiorul 
and psychological acceptance of the non-indigenous people 

Are these fears entirely justified' In the case of the Malay 
community, if their fear of competition had been expressed 20 years 
ago it might have had some basis, since at that time the Malay 
community was really very weak But since then, although they have 
not achieved certain targets, the economic position of the Malay 
community as a whole and of other indigenous groups has improved 
tremendously. They have a stake in commerce, in industry and in the 
professions. This is true in both absolute and percentage terms. To 
take just one example, in 1970 Malays constituted 5 per cent of the total 
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number of lawyers; today they comprise 28 per cent of the toul. 
Similar improvements have occurred in other areas too; and besides, 
when all is sakl and done, the f>oUtical structure is capable of 
addressing the grievances of the Malay commimity and of the other 
indigenous communities. 

As for the non-Malays and their fear of second-class citizenship, 
the most imporunt point to make is that while this fear caruiot be 
dismissed lightly, from the very start all the Malay leaders, including 
prime ministers and other important ministers, have consistendy 
maintained that the affirmative action program is based upon sock>-
economic considerations and nothing else. Once the socio-economic 
situation changes, they do not want those handicaps in the economy 
because thc-y see them as a slur upon the community. This has been 
repeated over and over again by Malay leaders: what they want is 
justke for everyone, but in the interim they are forced into a situation 
where they have to provide some sort of proteaion to the Malay 
community and the other indigenous communities. This was repeated 
as recently as November 1990 by the Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir, in the 
presence of the delegates of his own ruling party. Of course one can 
argue that m spite of all this assurance things could be different; and 
UiLs is what I would like to explore in the la.st pan of this essay. 

IV. CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS 
lliings could be different if two things happen in our political and 
economic system. First, if there is an intense political struggle for 
politkal power within or between the major communities, I can see 
political elites using ethnic LS.sues to mobilise suppon. It has hap>pened 
in other places In India, for example, very extreme f>ositions have 
been adopted — religk>us pxisitions, for instance —even though there 
is no commitment to religion as such. It is done because it brings votes. 
Much the same thing happens in Malaysia when positions are adopted 
in the search for electoral support. In a competitive electoral system 
the tcmprtation Ls there all the lime. So there is the danger that. In spite 
of all the assurances and all the limitations and constraints that people 
recognise in the political system, things could get out of hand because 
of political competition. 

The second point is that although the economy has been doing 
well, there is no guarantee it will continue to do well. And there are 
fimdamenlal weaknes.ses in the Malaysian economy. Its industrialisa
tion program, for instance, is driven by an international export market, 
not by the domestic market. whk:h makes it very different from tliose 
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of South Korea and Taiwan Whether it will succeed in the long run we 
do not know, though at the moment it seems to be doing well. Yet If 
the economy does not do well then ethnic problems may well become 
more .serious in the country. 

Ihese are the two types of situations that threaten inter-ethnic 
peace in Malaysia But there Ls also a long term trend that may pose 
a threat to ethnic harmony in Malaysia. Over the decades there has 
been a change in the attitudes that people have towards one another. 
In the final analysis, this is the most impxanant thing — how p>eople 
relate to one another at the street level. I have seen a change taking 
place, p>ardy as a result of mcxlemisation and industrialisation. Some 
of the values and virtues that have helpied multi-ethnic Malaysia all 
along can still be found amongst all communities where people care 
for one another, where there is a feeling of op)enness. One can go to 
a village made up of one community, and get help from those people, 
and yet find that, in another district where neariy everyone comes from 
another community, people are still op>en, kind, and gracious. But 
these values are slowly being eroded as we indusu-ialisc and modern
ise. I am not saying that these are things diat we should not do; but 
these are things that we should rcflea up)on, for they affect the texture, 
the colouring, and ultimately the prospects, of a multi-ethnic society. 
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L INTRODUCTION 
A discussion of multiculmralism can be guided by intellectual engage
ment, emotk)nal commitment or politkral correctness. Since my 
comments in this essay are essentially a series of personal reflections, 
I would like to begin with a few personal sketches. 

Multiculturalism came on the agenda of public policy in Western 
societies in the 1970s. I left India in 1971, and have lived since then in 
Canada, Fiji and New Zealand. I was bom into Brahminical elegance 
in India: as they say in India, top caste, top class, top family, top school 
and, inevitably, top university. As I was already an adult when I left 
India, my individual identity had a fundamentally social definition. 
Arrived in Canada in 1971, my youthful vitality absorbed the shocks of 
traversing the vast distances across cultures and becoming a highly 
visible minority in a country dedicated to preserving a multicultural 
identity. The mo.saic ethic was constandy cited to differentiate Canada 
from the assimilationist society to the south From Canada I moved for 
two years to a teaching post in Fiji, which had its own distinctive 
approach to the appropriate balance between the two major constitu
ent cultures. In 1980, finally, I moved once more to the University of 
Otago in New Zealand, where I remain. 

I met and maaied an Australian fellow-student in Canada, so 
Australia is my nation-in-law. We have two children, one bom in 
Canada, the second in Fiji. The four members of my family have been 
bom in four different countries. So we live in a fifdi in order to ensure 
that there is a level playing field of emotional identification for the 
family as a whole. My family then is the quintessential modem 
Commonwealth family. My views on multiculturalism have been 
determined by the range and diversity of my family klentities. For 
example, we simply did not fit into any of the several well-defined 
categories in Fiji; Fiji-Fijians, Fiji-Indians, Europeans, expatriates. This 
had an omnipresent influence on our lifestyles, and was one faaor in 
the decision to seek an early exit from the University of the South 
Pacific. 
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IL MEANINGS OF MULTICULTURALISM 
The statement that "Ojuntry X is a multicultural society' can be both 
descriptive and evaluative. The accuracy of the description can be 
checked empirically without too much difficulty, for it is a straightfor
ward task of investigating the demographic composition (ethnic, 
linguistic, religious) of a country's populaUon mix. In this sense, the 
.Soviet Union was always a multicultural society. The dynamism and 
vigour of a multicultural society are reflecied in or may be gauged by 
a country's art, literature, education and other cultural indicators. 
Culture is embedded in and transmitted through langiiage, and the 
number of petjple able to speak different languages is a key indicator 
of multiculturalism in a country. 

In the prevailing values in most Western .socieries, the sute-
ment goes beyond simple descripuon. The treatment of minorities 
has become a measure of democracy. The statement therefore 
entails an additional normative component: the notion that multi
culturalism is a good thing, that multicultural diversity should be 
fostered and encouraged, and that it is a proper task of goverruneni 
to seek such a goal. That is to say, the statement cormotes a set of 
public policies in respect of the range of cultural heritages of the 
populaUon mix. Multiculturalism is not a problem to be solved but 
an asset to be developed. 'Culture' embraces a wide range of 
phenomena When many different cultures come together within 
one society, there is need for goodwill and mutual accommodation. 
It is the task of the sute to devise and sustain a framework where 
different cultures can thrive without restriction or harassment. 
Minority communities therefore should be preserved, their cohe
sion maintained, and their diversity recognised in law consistent 
with a imitary legal system. 

Linking the two components, the descriptive attribute can be 
investigated even in regard to the major institutk)ns of a country. To 
what extent has multiculturalism penetrated the |X>litic-al, legal, bureau
cratic, journalistic institutions, and to what extent are minority cultures 
marglnali.sed in these institutions? The answer to this question is an 
accurate indicator of the attitudes and practices of the dominant groups 
in a .Kxriety. On this measure, for example, Canada is fully bicultural 
but some disunce away from being multicultural. (The official formula 
is 'multiculturalism in a bilingual framework'.) 

It is possible to construct a fourfold typxjiogy for the underlying 
orientations to multiculturalism (Foster & Stockley, 1988:23): 
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• assimilative-universal, assuming a shared value system and uncon
cerned with culture-specific experiences of migrants. During the 
large-scale postwar immigration to Australia, the dominant attitude 
seemed to have been that the new Australians should be grateful 
for the oppxjrtunity to have been allowed to come to Australia and 
should not exp>ect any sp)ecial provisions to ease the process of 
adju.stment after arrival. Ihere is a denial of migrant problems; 

• assimilative-ethnic targeted, assuming common needs hut recog
nising the need for and providing such facilitating services as 
interpreters and multilingual information. With a significantly 
diversified base of migrant intake, the okJ ideas of assimilation 
give way to an appreciation of the need to integrate the new 
arrivals into mainstream society. There is a pxrrception of migrants 
as problems; 

• pluralist, where general institutions develop cultural sensitivity 
and culture-sp>ecific servkres. Perceptions of what cx)nstitutcs 
mainstream society arc altered, and there is general acceptance 
that it is p>ossible simultaneously to be an 'ethnic' and a 
'mainstreamer*. There is an affirmation of cultural pluralism as a 
virtue, and migrants are seen as an integral part of national society; 

• ethnic, with services and agencies being geared solely towards a 
particular ethnic group. 

m. THE RUSHDIE AFFAIR 
Most theoretical discourse is abstraa and formal. It is relatively rare for 
fomial discussions among political theorists to resemble the terms of 
the public debate on a major subject of controversy. In this essay, I 
want to lead into the mosaic and me\xlng-pot alternatives to multi-
culturalism through discussions of the Rushdie affair and of affirmative 
action. 

TheSautnic Venes is a rich, powerful and complex novel, Among 
other things, Salman Rushdie agonises over the impossibility of the 
quest for identity by the migrant. The novel chronicles the immigrant's 
journey to a new land, his expiericnces of self-alienation, the joys and 
anguish of possessing multiple identities. Faith in the religion of birth 
is broken but not replaced by faith in the dominant religion of the host 
society. Tlic novel .seeks to destroy the dichotomies between heaven 
and earth, the angel and the devil, good and evil, reality and illusion. 
Fact blends seamlessly with fantasy. The divine and the profane have 
no discrete territories but inhabit the .same integrated universe. 
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Among other issues, the controversy surrounding The Satanic 
Verses brought to the fore the question of the prosier constitution of a 
multicultural society, highlighted the tension between Western secular
ism and Islam, invited debate on whether multicultural diversity should 
be encouraged and fostered or discouraged and limited in the interest 
of social homogeneity (an issue discussed in Australia as pari of the 
Blainey debate), and raised the spectre of legal pluralism with different 
laws for different cultures. 

Group Rights 
In a sense, multicultural ism is an outgrowth of increasing conscious
ness that the political community is not coterminous with the cultural, 
and that pmblems of adjustment need to be addressed where one 
political community embraces several cultural communities. Political 
rights may not be distributed equally among groufxiefined individuals 
even when in principle they are distributed equally among all citizens. 
The aborigine is not functionally equal to the average Australian even 
when under the same legal and political framework. The disjunaion 
between individuals' membership of discrete political and cultural 
communities attracts the interest of political theorists because of a 
tension between conceptions of how to treat individuals jusdy as persons 
qua members of cultural communities and as persons qua citizens. 

Many non-Western societies have difficulty conceiving of an 
individual identity outside its cultural context. Westerners can have 
difficulty coming to terms with the idea that the self Ls inextricably 
embedded in its social environment. While all Western countries are 
commined today to protecting the rights of minorities, they are less 
united on the question of whether the objects of protection should be 
individuals or groups. France and the United States dislike group 
rights, and their laws tend to be notably retkrent about groups. Canada 
by contrast aims to be a mosaic of different groups. The concept of 
group rights is incorporated in Western (and other) legal systems also 
in laws which prohibit incitement to racial hatred. A statement that 
Jews or Indians are devious, cheats and liars would not just perpetuate 
negative stereotypes, but also lower the social standing of tlie two 
cx)nununities and demean them in the eyes of others. Hence the desire 
to ban such coinmunal libel. 

Tlie paradox of individual versus collective rights can be illustrated 
by the right to self-determination. Individuals exercise the right; the 
outcome of the exercise is to determine the fate of collectivities. 
Similariy, the right of freedom of religion is simuluneously an indi-
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vidual right — the right of any one person to choose between reUgions; 
and a collective right — the right of the members of any religion to 
maintain the beliefs, practices and symbols of their religion. The 
individual's right would be an empty concept if unaccompanied by the 
right of the group as a collective entity, unless we mean to reduce it to 
the right to be a dosct worshipper (Van Dyke, 1982:27). Freedom of 
religion is a communal right. A Muslim in India has the right to believe 
in and practice Islam unfettered by the sute; the Muslims in India have 
die correspondmg right to mainuin the Islamic community: neither is 
complete without the other. 

Legal Pluralism 
The Rushdie affair threw up four different conceptions of the equal 
treatment in law in a multi-religious society: 
• the oithodox view that the state may not f>ersecute or suppress any 

religion but remains free to reflect the dominant religion in society 
(bbsphcmy against the Christian fiaith, and only against the 
Christian faith, is illegal); 

• the notion that all religions should be equally protected by the law 
(blasphemy against any religion should be banned); 

• the belief that all religions should be left equally unprotected by 
the law (the blasphemy law should be repealed); 

• the legal equivalent of affirmative action: anti-discriminatory 
legislation seeks to provide special protection to women and 
minonties because they are fwceived to be under special threat. 
Similariy, if a particular religion should be under exceptional 
threat in a given political or social climate, then extraordinary 
measures of protection for it would be justified too (Parekh, 
1990a:703). 

Legal pluralism had in fact been given effect in British law already. For 
example, under the Motorcycle Crash Helmets Act 1976, Sikhs are 
excused from wearing crash helmets if they wear turbans as required 
by their religion But the Sikh example seems consistent with and 
evidence of a unitary system of law that shows sensitivity and flexibility 
in dealing with differing beliefis, mores and values In other words, it 
is possible to reconcile the demands of legal uniformity and ciiltural 
diversity without parallel systems of law >X'hen the principle of 
equality is extrapxalated from individuals to groups, then under certain 
circumstances equality requires differential treatment rather than uni
formity. It is a question of striking the right balance. 
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The initial anger of British Muslims at The Satanic Verses gained 
fXJtency when Ayatotlah Khomeini issued a fatwa condemning 
Rushdie to death. Mainstream British opinion reacted with hostility, 
insisting that free speech was a cherLshed and non-negotiable dement 
of British society; that the terms of engagement required immigrants to 
consent to abide by the host society's norms, laws and values; and that 
Muslims who could not live comfortably with the traditions of their host 
society should emigrate to countries more congenial to their intoler
ance. The Muslims responded with the claim that they were prepared 
to respect British laws and authority, but not to the point of suppressing 
their own identity in order to conform totally to the British way of life. 

In reality as in the novel, the custodians of absolute truth rose up 
in defence of the divine nature of truth as revealed via the prophet. The 
status of truth is not easily investigated in religious matters (Mendus, 
1990). But belief in such truth was held crucial to the identity or self-
definition of Muslims living in Britain (and elsewhere in the West). An 
assault on beliefs, therefore, became on attack on their persons 

This is a dangerous game to play. One of the most explosive issues 
in India's secular and multi-ethnic society Ls the controversy surround
ing the mosque in Ayodhya (the city of Lord Rama), which allegedly 
displaced an eariier temple on the same site more than four centuries 
ago. Hindu zealots destroyed the mosque and wanted to build another 
temple, the less fanatical among them would have removed the 
mosque to another site but build a temple there and nowhere else. I 
have heard Hindu fundamentalist leaders insist that the actual historical 
record is irrelevant. Religion is a matter of faith and belief; Hindus 
believe that a temple to Rama stood originally on the site; this belief 
gave extraconstitutional sanaion to their program. The continuing 
existence of the mosque on a site so sacred to Hindus, they argued, was 
a continumg assault on every Hindu personality. Not surprisingly, 
Muslim leaders in India were not as easily swayed by Hindu fundamen
talist appc-al solely to faith. (In contemporary newspeak, the Hindu 
program for building a temple is justified on grounds of maintaining 
national unity and integration.) 

Both die Ayodhya controversy and the Rushdie affair demonstrate 
the difficulty of basing public rules in a plural society on religion. In 
a society charaacrised by moral and religious diversity — that is to say, 
in a multicultural society — legal restrictions must be grounded in 
reasons that everyone can share. The force of religiously based 
arguments will Ix' rejeaed by adherents of competing faiths as wdl as 
by atheists. But the faithful are not prevented from recognising the 
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validity of arguments grounded in secularism: hence the imbalance in 
the recognition of religious and non-religious values in the public 
reaJm of multicultural societies Oones, 1S>90 690). 

The Satanic Venes may have offended Muslims; but no believer 
was thereby prevented from practising the faith. "Frrcciom of religion' 
means the freedom to live and worship according to one's religious 
beliefs. Freedom of expression is functionally meaningless if it does 
not include tin- freedom to offend If ii is InoflFensive, then it docs not 
need safeguarding. Equality is the right to be critical of anyone without 
discriminauon on grounds of race, creed or gender. Multiculturalism 
predicated on cultural pluralism should not be confused with cultural 
relativism. 

Equality of religions before the law would require a change in 
England's blasphemy law. Either its protection should be extended to 
all religions or it should be repealed. The former option is not quite as 
simple as might appear at first blush Structures of belief are not 
common to all religions. Islam is distinctive in its concept of treason to 
the universal community of the faithful (umma). How could such a 
concept be protectively embedded in the laws of a multicultural 
society? The status quo option will perpetuate a source of discontent. 
The most equitable outcome would thus .seem to be to repeal the law 
of blasphemy altogether. 

For some apologists of the intense Miislim reaction, liberalism is 
nothing more than a scries of continuing compromises: "that which is 
yours is yours, thai which is mine is open to negoiiaiion'. Liberal 
apologists of outraged Islamic reaction failed to appreciate the pro
foundly political nature of much of the outrage. Fundamentalist 
activists invoke cxtrapolitical sanaity in their grab for political power 
most stridently precisely when they bil to make much political 
headway within existing channels Religion becomes an instrument of 
legiiimisation and control for the fundamentalists, of delegitimisation 
and challenge for other contenders for political power. The 'spiritual' 
leader of Iran was responsible for the torture and deaths of thousands 
who were opposed to his rule The more vulnerable the ruling class, 
the more powerful is hindamentalism as the (de)legitimising ideology. 
As indicated earlier, m Indu the Muslims risk being victims of the same 
phenomenon. Exploiting religious passions to the full, the Bharatiya 
Janata Parry (BJP), with close links to Hindu fundamentalLsts. multi
plied its parliamentary representabon 40-fold in the 1989elections, and 
then increased its share of the seats by 50 per cent again in the 1991 
elections to comprise about one-fifth of the Indian Parliament. 
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Was the Western outrage yet another instance of the double 
standards of 'Orientalists? I would like to lx;lieve not, even though the 
depth and spread of the Muslim reaction cannot be explained without 
referefurc to a longstanding sense of grievance against the Christian 
West. If self-appointed inquisitors were to uke over the Church and 
all p>olitical power in the West today, then the Western world would 
reaa with Rushdie clones and provoke fierce protests from large 
numbers of outraged citizens. (For the record Western hypocrisy is 
one of Rushdie's many urgets and brilliantly exposed by him.) 
European peoples should be proud of their tradition of independent 
thought and scepticism. 

The European in settler society must surely be unique in his or her 
willingness lo elevate all other cultures and denigrate his or her own. 
Simon Upwon is now a minister in New Zealand's Bolger Goverriment. 
While he was in oppositkxi, he attacked Pakeha liberals for their guilt 
over their ancestors' policies, which blinded them to the values of 
achievement and excellence. Ihe liberal pakeha guilt', he said, was 
'one of the biggest stumbling blocks to race relations'. It offered 'a 
shallow tolerance' instead of 'moral leack:rship'. And it responded with 
intolerance to any challenge to its concept of biculturalism iOtago 
Daify Times, 12 March 1990). The European may not criticise 
aboriginal or Canadian Indian or Maori culture, but the other has no 
corresponding restraint of reticence. Feeding on the pervasive and all-
enveloping sense of European guilt, the indigenous' culmres begin to 
daim ever-expanding spheres of privilege while nursing real griev
ances and inventing new ones like theft of radio airwaves The end 
result is that privilege and grievance become habits of mind. 

A variant of cultural relativism would impose limits on the freedom 
of expression by proscribing attacks on beliefs that could lead to public 
disorder. This was the ground on which Ihe Satanic Verses was 
banned in India. This has two deleterious LX>nsequences. Practically, 
it will lead to threats to create disorder by any group which wants to 
stop anything that it dislikes. Philosophically, it amounts to penalising 
the victim rather than die perpetrators of disorder. Some at least in the 
Islamic world showed that they were prepared to kill for the courage 
of their convictions. The British authorities showed that they were not 
prepared to prosecute for the courage of theirs. The ferocity of the 
reaction that '/beSatanic Verses provoked proved to some the diagno
sis of Islamk theology that it offered: In the East today as in the West 
of the past, the intellectual route to secularism, democracy, and 
freedom passes through bla.sphemy' (Afshari, 1991:114). Amen. 
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I V . A F F I R M A T I V E A C T I O N 

Miiliiculturalism as an ideology has flourished alongside a woridwide 
resurgence of racial and ethnic identity. It accepts diversity and 
supports policies of maintaining ethnic identities, values and lifestyles 
within an overarching framework of common laws and shared institu
tions. Broadly speaking, in addition to cultural identity, multi-
culturalism also entails social justice (equality of opportunity and 
treatment) and economk: efficiency (the need to develop each citizen 
to the fullest potential in order to up the total human capiul of a 
country). The quest for identity, justice and efficiency has led India 
into policies of positive discrimination riiantlated by the Constitution. 
Many of the issues that are now the subject of passionate debate in the 
West have been played out for a much longer period (1950 to the 
presenO, involving far larger numbers of peoples, in India. As Richard 
Mulgan's and Chandra Muzaffar's contributions in this volume show, 
affirmative-action programs are integral components of Malaysian 
multiculturalism and New Zealand biculturalisra as well. The belief 
undeHying affirmative action is that some groups arc so hi behind in 
all measurable criteria that their survival and integration into the 
mainstream of society will not be possible without the government 
taking an active role to bring them to the same economic, political and 
social level as the other groups. 

It is possible to identify four distinct dimenskxis of affirmative 
action: 
• procective. where the sute strives to achieve equality of protection 

for all its citizens. The weak and the vulnerable, it is argued, need 
such protcctkjn through legal enactment and enforcement; 

• ameliorative, with the goal of achieving equality of opportunity by 
the state earmarking generous financial outlays for the welfare and 
development of target groups. Only so can the hitherto disadvan
taged be given a realistic base for upward mobility Ameliorative 
measures help to rectify injustices of the pist. There is no serious 
opposition in India or among liberal and social democrats else
where to protective and ameliorative measures; 

• compensatory, motivated by the desire to achieve equality of 
outcome through the provision of privileged access to education, 
employment and promotion. Direct state intervention in the major 
itutitutions of society is held to be necessary to bring about 
statistical parity (or proportionality) in educational opportunities, 
jobs and promotions. Welfare and uriemployment benefits are no 
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substitute for equity and justice; equal treatment of unequal 
groups produces inequitable outcomes One does not choose to 
be bom into a culture (although the choice of exit may be 
available). Members of historically maltreated groups are disad-
vanuged by dnnunstances over which they have no control. They 
should not, therefore, it is argued, have to bear the cost of those 
disadvanuges; 

• participative, with the goal of achieving equality of empowerment 
so that target groups are given increased access to the corridors of 
power by having seats set aside for them in the major decision
making institutions at various levels. It is argued that lack of 
empowerment leads to alienation; participative democracy en
courages social integration. 

M o r a l P r e m i s e s 

The moral premises imderlying affirmative action are open to question 
but, out of political delicacy, rarely debated. In the period immediately 
after decolonisation, much of the anger against Western cultural 
imperialism .served the useful purpose of helping the colonised to 
rediscover the past that the coloniser had disfigured, and to reassert 
indigenous cultural authenticity and dignity. However, the concept of 
indigenous rights and traditions can also be usurped by corrupt and 
self-serving indigenous ruling elites partly as a shield against outside 
criticism directed at universalising minimum human rights Its more 
important function may be to doak the corrupt mle with a manUe of 
indigenous legitimacy in order to protect it from rising challenges from 
within. That is, the rise of fundamentalism serves the political function 
of entrenching the existing ruling elite or empowering a challenger in 
an internal political struggle. 

In the case of the Maoris in New Zealand, the most pressing daim 
is on grounds of indigenousness. But why should I as a non-
indigenous citizen of New Zealand concede any exdusive claims to the 
Maori'' The Maori might well wish to make daims upon the Pakeha 
on grounds of historic ill-treatment: but this is a universal ground (that 
is, race- and colour-blind), not confined to Maoris and having no 
relation to them qua indigenes. The point can perhaps be grasped 

L Although, if M came to that, could I make a claim of prtor indigenousness on the 
grounds that India was once part of the super-conUnent of Gondwanaland 
before drifung ofT to the northern hemisphere This docs llliistraie an extreme-
case absurdity of Indigenousness as the valldaUng principle of preferential 
claims 
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more readily by recalling that Malays claim special privileges against 
other Malaysians based on being the Bumlpuira (which ironically is a 
Sanskrit word) or 'sons of the soil'. Similarly, in Fiji the Indians brought 
over by the British were as much the victims of colonialism as the 
Fijians. The latter can have no daim therefore against Indian compa
triots based on the wrongs committed by Indians as a conc|uering 
people. Conversely, non-indigenous people in some countries can 
claim with lesser or greater validity to have been dispossessed or 
mistreated in the past as well. In shon, wliat is morally significant is not 
indigenousness as such, but past injustices. Indigenousness in itself is 
a morally neutral descriptive category (but not an uncontested one; 
Mulgan, 1989b). 

Tliis is not to suggest that attempts to right historical wrongs are 
easily defensible A compensatory principle requires further empirical 
investigation. Arc we to believe that force was not the arbiter of the fate 
of land-holdings between different individuals or tribes in the pre-
European native .societies? Why should the winners of earlier wars give 
up their fruits of victory today? If this principle was to be ap>plied 
woridwide with no historical boundaries, then we would be in for 
some considerable upheaval and dispossession and injustice today. 
The oppressors and the oppressed are all dead How do asset, income 
and other transfers between collective sets of living people atone for ill-
gotten benefits by one set of dead people taken from another set of 
dead people? Is guilt collective and hereditary? Are benefits colleciiv-
ised and inheritable? And what responsibility do I have if my religion 
has no notion of original sin' The modern-day Robin Hoods want to 
uke from those who caused no harm in order to give to tliose who 
suffered none. 

It is sometimes asserted but not often demonstrated that the level 
of poverty correlates positively with the degree of oppression. Ntx is 
it very difficult to show that yestcTday's oppressed can become some 
of today's worst oppressors: think of the Khmer Rouge, or even of 
Hider's sense of historical grievance. 

An alternative argument Ls that indigenous minorities deserve 
special protection becaase they are more vulnerable than other grouf)s. 
Their very survival can be determined by choices mack; by p)eople from 
outside their community. They therefore need the extra protection of 
fenccd-off jurisdictions in some areas in order to stay masters of their 
own fate But now the criterion has altered from indigenousness to 
vulnerability, requires empirical investigation once again, and could be 
applied to any group irrespective of indigenousness. 
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The status of the daim that unetjual treatment of American Indians 
or of Maoris is based in treaty rights is similarly assessable quite 
mdependently of indigenousness. It is a matter of the sanctity of 
contraa between the sute and any indivklual or group. Although the 
difficulty remains perhaps that the Indians and the Maoris negotiated 
treaties as oiKre-sovereign collectivities, today's invnigrants and citi
zens enter into treaty relationships with the sute voluntarily. Even so, 
contractual obligations are just as incumbent, for example, upon the 
"indigenous" governments of Europe in their treatment of "guest 
worker" immigrants. 

Assumptions 
The underlying assumptions of affirmative aaion need systemalk: and 
intensive scrutiny. The first and most imporunt is the assumption that 
discrimination is pervasive, and that it explains social disparities Has 
there ever been any society in which the different ethnic, linguistic and 
religious groups were represented in mathematical proponion at all 
levels and in all sectors? If such a .society can be found or created, will 
it automatically (not Uutologicaliy) be a more just society? A perfectly 
just society? All the empirical evidence would seem to point in the 
opposite direction, that correlations between ethnic gn>ups and occu
pational and inc«)me differentiation is the norm, not the exception. Nor 
is there a necessarily positive correlation between those who wield 
piolitical power and those who perform well in educatksnal and 
occupational rankings (Asians in the English-speaking worid. Indians 
in Fiji, Tamils in Sri Lanka). 

Discrimination (negative or positive) cannot explain the domi
nance of Gujaratis in the small-business sectors of overseas Indian 
communities (East Afrka, Fiji, New Zealand). In Fiji at least all the 
discrimination (leaving askle the Europearw for the momcnO has been 
in favour of the indigenous' Fijiaru — not just since independence in 
1970, but since the time of British colonialism. The Indians thrived and 
prospered in the face of subsuntial and persistent di.scrimination 
again.st them. An Indian-dominated government (headed by a Fijian) 
lasted just a couple of months before being overthrown by the military. 

The assumption that income disparities generate social conflict Is 
in turn brgely untested. If it were true, then the greale.st Fijian hostility 
would have been directed not against IndUns, but against Europeans. 
The same conwnent would apply to some African ajuntrics If 
an>thing, the paaem in these insunces is that when the elite in an 
"indigenous" group finds itself unable to compete against foreigners 
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(whether a majority as in Fiji or a minority as in Sri Lanka and Uganda) 
on equal terms, then the demagogues get into action by mobilising 
mob sentiment to disp>ossess the more successful and the better skilled. 
The most persuasive explanation of the 1987 coups in Fiji is that they 
amounted to a refusal by the ruling elite to countenance a loss of power 
at the ballot box: 'Race was used as a vehide to return to power a 
group of people for whom power had become an unbreakable habit' 
(Naidu, 1988). 

Even otherwise, just how much, or how well, does 'discrimination' 
explain differential dass and social variables? Controlling for quality of 
degrees, number and quality of publications, age, and length of 
employment, I would hypothesise that a Maori (and a woman) in a 
New Zealand university or public sector department today would have 
a higher salary and rank than a non-Maori (or man) Aaempls to 
disguise the problem produce odd results: it becomes easier for ethnic 
students to get first-class degrees in ethnic studies programs than in 
mainstream ones. But then these are not the most marketable 
qualifications for getting jobs and advancing rapidly up the career 
ladder. 

The next link in the affirmative-action chain, therefore, is to insist 
that such qualifications are 'monocultural' determinants of perform
ance and skills, not objective criteria. The focus has shifted from 
equality of opportunity to equality of outcome, and the slogan now is 
that 'equality is not the same as equity' The tribals, untouchables and 
other backward castes in India have acquired a powerful sense of 
entitlement independently of the 'tyranny of skills'. If they fail to get 
jobs because they are unqualified, then the fault lies in the system. If 
they bil to be promoted because their performance Ls not up to the 
mark, then the fault lies in the appraisal system. Even those from 
among the target group who might have been indined to aspire to 
superior .skills lose the incentive to do so: why bother with hard work, 
if there is a job waiting with good promotion prospects without it 
anyway? 

A progressive abandonment of achievement-ba.sed criteria of 
merit and skills in favour of ascriptive attributes of race and ethnicity 
produces further adverse consequences for the group being discrimi
nated against Its members begin to withdraw from the qualifications 
and skills competition, for there is little incentive to stay in the hunt. 
That I S . both the target group and the excluded group perform at lower 
levels of achievement, and this can only be a net loss to the society as 
a whole. It is also inadequate preparation for an increasingly 
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competitive and penetrated world in which political frontiers are 
merely administrative inconveniences to cross-border trade and other 
exchanges. 

Perhaps the most insidious consequence of affirmative action is its 
counter-productiveness. State dependency undermines the dignity of 
a collective entity and retards the realisation of human worth of its 
iiulividual members. Preferential policies: 
• rest on the assumption of sup>eriority in the non-target group — 

they are so much better than the target group that the latter cannot 
pxjssibly compete without extra help; 

• reinforce the .sense of inferiority in target groups — they are held 
to be incapable of uplifting themselves by their own wit and 
ability; 

• perpetuate their sense of being victims not masters of their own 
destiny; 

• foster the working-class values of solidarity instead of the nuddle-
dass values of thrift, hard work, self-improvement and property 
ownership; and 

• keep target groups in ghettos. 
Kven if — and the preceding [xiragraphs should suggest tliat this is not 
a trivial if — the desirability of affirmative action is accepted, other 
important questions remain. Should the target groups be selected by 
ethnic, religious, gender criteria? If yes. then entire social categories 
are induded with no discriminatkjn between the well-off and the 
economically disadvantaged. Or should affirmative-action criteria of 
indusion be based on measures of economk: and social deprivation 
among individuals.' 

The experience of many countries with affirmative action has not 
been particularly happy. In no case does it seem to have F>roduced 
unequivocally beneficial results. In several it has engendered reactions 
ranging from disquiet to hostility, opposition, divisive litigation, minor 
convulsions and outright civil war. It can also l)e shown to be a net cost 
to society under certain conditions. Consider the case of competibve 
entry for limited medical admissions at university On pain of being 
found to be in breach of the law (or, in Western scxrieties, politically 
incorrccO, the university might set aside 50 per cent of the total of 500 
new places for a minority group. Let us also assume for the sake of 
argument that the failure rate is 10 jjer cent among die open intake, and 
50 per cent among the urgct group. Thus of die 250 reserved 
admissions, only 125 will pass, compared to 225 of the other group 
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who could have passed. That Ls to say, the restricted group must lose 
225 graduates in order for the preferred group to gain 125 graduates. 
By any mathematical calculation, this is a net welfare loss of 100 
graduates to society as a whole. 

If the Indian experience is anything to go by, then the perceived 
loss — and perceptions are more important for political reality than 
'objective' truth — is far greater. Typically, the number of students 
applying for medical places will be ten times (and in exceptional cases 
perhaps even 100 limes) the number of places available. In the case 
above, without preferential policies only another 250 upper-caste 
students would have been admitted, of whom only 225 would have 
graduated. But if the number of upper-caste applicants was 5000 and 
only 250 were successful, then 4750 of them go away with a totally 
illogical but socially explosive sense of grievance that they were 
somehow denied their due by discriminatory policies in favour of the 
'(k>wntrocklen' coalition. And the process is repeated endlessly in the 
employment and promotion stakes. Litde wonder then that reserved 
medical-schcxjl admissions was the tngger to long-rurming bloody 
violence in the state of Gujarat in the mid-1980s. 

The pity is that ameliorative resource transfers are less resented 
and more widely beneficial for the target group. Designed to assure 
equality of oppoituruty to disachantaged groups, they are viewed as 
levelling the playing field. Compensatory resource transfers, in 
contra.st, are wiciely perceived as levelling down standards (Hariharan, 
1983) and are equally widely resented and ultimately resisted widi 
varying degrees of intensity and violence (Reddy, 1985). Few Indians 
tcx>k the government to court on issues of p>rograms of special 
educational courses; virtually all the litigation has involved reservations 
in universities and jobs. The moral seems to be that the method of 
preferment is critical in mobilising or losing public support. And 
without publk: support, any program of affirmative action is ckxjmed 
to failure 

We should note tcxj the 'structural' continuity in the principle of 
government apportionment of preferential fMivileges to select groups: 
from laws used in previous eras to restrict social and political oppor
tunities to Jews and blacks, to the system of apartheid in South Africa. 
The element of continuity lies in the belief that the government, 
knowing best, can set rules that control or suf>ersede the marketplace. 
Affirmative action to underpin multiculturalism results from the 
politkrLsation of sectarian identities. Sute supported multiculturalism is 
as capable of impx^sing the dominant (that is, politically correct) values 
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of today's society as in an earlier era the sute was prepared to sanction 
the snatching of children from indigenous families in the cause of 
ensuring that they received a proper Christian upbringing. To 
ptaraphrase Pierre Trudeau. a government fus no business in the 
cultural bedrooms of its peoples. 

From my experierKe and knowledge of India, I can kientify at least 
six types of pathological outcomes of positive discrimination policies. 
All six, I fear, may be replk:ated in New Zealand. 

The Persistence of Preferential Policies 
In all cases, affirmative-action programs are described as temporary 
expedients: "affirmative action . . . is a necessary but only a transitional 
phase in the development of a society. It is not intended to be a 
permanent feature' (Dube, 1988:96). In India and elsewhere, they in 
fact outlive their proponents and become a permanent feature of the 
sociopolitical landscape, even if supposedly limited with constitution
ally mandated cut-off dates. The rhetoric of transience is negated by 
the reality of persistence and proliferation. Such an outcome should 
not be altogether surprising. Preferential polkries create new networks 
of social exchange that reinforce existing deavages. As group-based 
programs permeate the public institutions of a country, they end up 
institutionalising the very divisions that they are meant to eradicate. 

The Triple Expansion of Preferential Policies 
Positive-discrimination policies in India have trebled in scope, embrac
ing additional measures for the same urget group, extending positive 
discrimination to newer sectors of society, and incorporating additional 
target groups into the programs. Policies justified at inception by 
reference to unique historical sufferings of the tribals and the 
untouchables have successively included ever-growing numbers of 
individuals and groups within their protective umbrellas Indeed, 
today the quaint category of 'other backward dasscs' outnumber the 
origirul backward communities of tribals and imtoucfiables. At the 
same time, their share of reserved quotas has kept going up. And 
additional institutions and occupations (public and private-sector 
employment, university admissions, government loans) have come 
within their purview. 

The Kaka Kaldkar Commissk>n had identified 2399 backward 
castes, comprising 22.5 per cent of the toul population, in the eariy 
1950s; the B.P. Mandal Commissk>n managed to find 3743 by the 1970s, 
representing 75 per cent of the Indian population (Hariharan, 1983). 

120 



C R O S S - N A T I O N A L R E F L E C T I O N S O N M U L T I C U L T I J R A L I S M 

The backward castes and tribes already had 22.5 per cent of govern
ment jobs, padiamentary scaLs and university admissions reserved for 
them. The Mandal Commission recommended the incorporation of 
another 27 per cent into the reserved quota. The state government of 
Maharashtra rejected the Mandal report because 80 per cent of the state 
jobs were already fenced off from open competition: 24 per cent were 
reserved for backward communities, 23 per cent for the poorest 
people, 10 per cent for other backward classes, 15 per cent for ex-
servicemen, 5 per cent for those displaced by devdopment projects, 
and 3 per cent for the physically disabled (Hariharan, 1983). One is 
tempted to add that the remaining 20 per cent were probably reserved 
for political patronage. 

After decades of constitutionally sanctioned efforts to protect and 
promote group preferences, India fmds itself in an escalating cyde of 
exp>anding numbers of sectarian groups putting forth claims to entide-
ments. Measures that were viewed as tempcwary expedients at 
inception have become self-expanding as well as self-perpetuating. If 
one were so indined, then deariy the data would support the 
contention that f>ositive discrimination, within the terms of its propo
nents, far from solving the prolilcm, has considerably exacerbated it. 

The Capture of Preferential Policies 
An important reason for the persistence of policies of positive discrimi
nation in India has been their utility to the better educated, more 
ankrulate and more politk:ally skilled elite among the disadvantaged-
as-a-social-category. Within target groups receiving preferential treat
ment, benefits have been captured disproportionatdy by the more 
fortunate at the expense of the less fortunate. The poor generally lack 
the minimum c]ualifications for entry into the elite vocations. In the 
state of Haryana in India, for example, of the 37 different untouchable 
castes, just one accounted for atx>ut three-quarters of all preferential 
university scholarships (Sowdl. 1989:33). Nationally, the propwrtion of 
untouchables has increased simultaneously in the elite civil services as 
well as among landless agricultural labourers. In the United States, the 
less fortunate blacks have actually retrogres.sed while a lucky fiew have 
gained visible prestige posts (Carter, 1991; Sowell, 1989:33). In other 
words, the price of advancement by the elite among the so-called 
disadvantaged is paid not by the privileged but by the f>oor from 
among the advantaged and disadvantaged alike. The names of Birlas 
and Tatas are not likely to figure prominently among the higher-caste 
victims of positive discrimination taking governments to court over the 
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injustices being done to them. The Tatas and the Birlas will always be 
able to look after their own. 

Affirmative action based on promoting securian interests is sdf-
negating because, for a number of reasons (such as lack of access to 
information or resources), such programs are captured by those who 
are privileged rather than disadvantaged. Those who are the real 
objects of affirmative action end up being trebly disadvantaged. First, 
their problems continue. Second, the spodight of public polkry shifts 
away from their problems, for affirmative action by expiating the guilt 
of the hereditary privileged permits them to ignore the continuing 
problems with an easier conscience. Third, the conviction grows that 
the poor surely now deserve to be poor because of indolence or odier 
self-infliaed faults. 

Most Indians still support the principle of helping the disadvan
taged. But they have begun to revolt against the practice of favouring 
the already advantaged. People from the constitutionally classified 
disadvantaged seaions of Indian society have made a success of their 
lives in polibcs, the professional occupations, and the civil service, 
without using affirmative-action clauses. Their children now exploit 
these clauses to protect f>ositions of privilege. Where is the justice in 
the child of a high caste but impoverished bmily, with better 'aca
demic' qualifications, being pushed aside to make way for the son of 
a High Court judge, the daughter of a top bureaucrat, or the in-law of 
a cabinet minister with lower academic ranking.' In other words, what 
has happened in India is that affirmative action, designed to help the 
weak, has been hijacked to protect the privileges of the strong. 

When die P.V, Narasimha Rao Government deckled in 1991 to 
introduce an economic means test for some of the reserved quotas in 
India's preferential polides, some of the shrillest screams of protest 
came from the political leaders of the disadvantaged groups. They 
know that they are on to a good thing, and that quotas enable their 
children to dimb up the social ladder on the backs of their unfortunate 
in-group members. 

In New Zealand, a newspaper reported some years ago that the 
father of a rebuffed graduate seeking preferential entry into a medical 
schcx>l was a distinguished New Zealander occupying a high office 
iNew Zealand Times, 18 August 1985). The question tuturally arose 
then as to why the graduate needed preferential treatment as a 
'disadvantaged' applicant. One angry Maori spokesman (Tipene 
O'Regan) condemned procedures that deal with people in 'mathemati
cal rather than human terms'. Was it not in fact advocating such a 
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procedure to say that 12 per cent of ckictors should be Maoris' Another 
glib phrase used is 'institutional racism". Giving preference to one 
applicant over another solely on grounds of ethnic difference is 
institutional racism. 

The same sfKjkesman noted that medkal students admined under 
preferential quotas already see themselves as 'second class citizens'. 
This would surely intensify if academic standards were to be lowered 
.still further. And who will trust the skills of the preferential medical 
graduates? Non-Maoris are likely to be most suspicious of trusting their 
health to Maori doctors — even those who may have mack it as doctors 
without using the quou system. Will there then be two classes of 
dcxtors? Do we want to end up with the Maori people being treated 
by second-class dcxtors — and this as a result of trying to end 
institutional racism' 

The leaders of the so-called disadvantaged groups might be said 
to belong to the political elite and, in the Indian context at least, are 
likely to be wealthy. Their reaction might reinforce suspicions that the 
kieology of sectarianism mediates class relations. 'Ihat is to say, in the 
stage of transition to capitalism under bourgeois political processes, 
social cleavages can be exploited and shap>ed in the reproduction of 
the sodal relations of feudalism. 1 mention Uiis because indeed the 
same argument has been made in relation to ethnicity and multi
culturalism in Australian scxuety (Jakubowicz, 1981). Ethnicity was an 
attempt to co-opt community leaders into a partnership with govern
ment and appease the underclass with surface features like pretty 
dresses.^ It obfuscates people's consciousness of class relations and 
deflects questions about access to power structures. From this point of 
view, for politicians multiculturalism represents the path of least 
resistance. Setting up an Institute is a convenient means of packaging 
a problem instead of solving it. The greatest threat to the political 
system comes from ethnic and class cleavages being reinforced, as they 
very largely seem to be in the case of the Maoris, the Aborigines and 
the North American Indians. 

The second reason 1 mention the argument is that belief in its 
essential correctness underiay the formation of the Fiji Labour Party. 

The politics of symbolisin entails promoting a National Gec^i^ic model of 
multiculturalism: folk dances and folk songs, handicrafts. Tood. Of ethnic food 
be the measure of mullicullufalism, then Australia is far more muliicuttunl than 
New Zealand, and the United States more than Canada.) How else does one 
interpret a comment from a 35-organisation workshop that the teaming of 
Maori will have special commercial benefits In tourism (NZVCC, 1991:9)? 
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Indeed its campaign and victory in the 1987 general election resulted 
from breaking the bi-racial mould of Fiji politics that had been 
dominant since independence in 1970. Others have attempted to 
explain the production of the ideology of state multicuiluralism in Fiji 
by exploring the meanings of and relationships between class, race and 
multiculturalism. 

The EHvislveiiess of Preferential Policies 
The highly visible and readily asceruinable f a a that preferential 
benefits intended for the have-nots are instead capiiired by the haves 
creates enormous tension over time. Said a Justice of the Supreme 
Court of India who spent a year inquiring into the riots in the state of 
Gujarat: preferential policies have "created conflict between different 
scxiioiis Anii become ilie vested interest of A few who hang on to 
reservations as their privilege" (Reddy. 1985). But, for individuals at the 
top of the preferred group, it remains rational to be intransigent in their 
demands. The Constitution of India with a system of positive 
discrimination to help the weaker tribals and outcastes was adopted in 
1950 In Augiist 1990, as the V. P. Singh Government tried to broaden 
the definition of the underprivileged and to extend the range of 
reservations for them in keeping with the recommendations of the 
Mandal Commission (eight years after its report was tabled in Parlia
ment), Indian society was convulsed. Students took to highly publi
cised suicides, streets were in flames, and the government, by pining 
Indian against Indian, destroyed Indian society more effectively than 
any external enemy could have dared to hope. Months later, the Chief 
Minister of one of the more populous sutes declared with impunity 
that he would bulldoze upper<astes into chutney. The instrument of 
sectarian harmony has become the path to civil ajnfl ict . 

It is difficult to see even in logic how anempts to perpetuate 
cultural cleavages by making multiculturali.sm a cTiterion of public 
policy can have an effect other than reinforcing cultural divides. In 
New Zealand too there is much opposition to preferential policies for 
Maoris because of fears tliat separatism will be entrenched. Structural 
pluralism, many fear, is the path to apartheid — at a time when the 
structure of af>artheid is being dismantled in South Africa and the 
ideology underpinning it has been rejected woridwide. 

It is also of course divisive in practice. No country that has 
promoted multiculturalism by means of active govenrunent involve
ment has escaped sectarian squabbles or worse: Canada. Fiji, India. 
Lebanon. South Africa There is a potential tension between cultural 
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diversity and social cohesivencss. The task always is to produce a 
proper babnce between them. If it is acceptable for government to 
frame public policy in a racially conscious way, then it is foolish to 
expect that the groups suffering relative deprivation will continue to act 
in a race-blind manner. To paraphrase, every afTirmaiive action 
produces an equal and opposite racial reaction. The inherent contra
dictions of discriminatory 'multiculturalism' contain the seeds of its 
destruction. Programs of positive discrimination create and nurture 
vested interests parasitically dependent upon tlic dispensing of state 
privileges. ' I l ie programs are meant to reduce and eliminate inter-
group disparities. But group leaders are dependent for their leadership 
p>ositions on the perpetuation of perceived disparities. After four 
decades of coastitulionally mandated programs of positive discrimina
tion in India, the number of disadvanUged groups keeps expanding, 
and the numbers of people within each group keep growing. So too 
does the backlash. 

Shall those who live by the multicultural sword die by iC India is 
hardly alone in suffering the pains of excessive "tribalism". The civil 
war in Yugoslavia took hold partly because there are too few 
Yugoslavs and icx) many Serbs and Croats and Slovenes. In Lebanon, 
the so-called confessional system institutionalised sectarian differences 
in a rigid constitutional balance thai paved the way for the disintegra-
tk>n of the country in the mid-1970s. In Sri Lanka, linguistically and 
religiously diverse communities had managed to live together in 
harmony for centuries. Difficulties arose when first one and then 
another group tried to use the levers of governmental power to 
promote group identity or group interests. Attempts lo use the process 
of government to create group entitlements and preferences set Sri 
Lanka on the path to group violence and outright civil war. In Fiji, a 
self-consck)usly racial political system produced a racial explosk)n in 
1987. 

The ideologues of positive discrimination are not unlike Marxist 
zealots. The scale, magnitude and frequency of pain, suffering and 
deaths resulting from the cause can never invalidate the goodness of 
the principle: it Ls simply evidence of the jxylicy being implemented 
unwisely by people le.ss gifted than themselves (Sowell, 1991). Or else 
the policies will be proved right in the long run — although why we 
should have confidence in the ability of managers to get the long run 
right when they have made a mess of the less complex shon run 
remains a mystery. Why should the medium and long term in New 
Zealand be any different from that already being experienced in India.' 
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Are New Zcalanders somehow immune to the human foibles and 
policy failures that have bedevilled India? 

In fan there would appear to be very little suppon among ordinary 
New Zealanders for separate treatment of different racial (or cultural) 
groups. It is an odd triumph of Orwellian newspeak that tliose who 
believe in no discrimination between p>eople on grounds of race or 
religion should be the new racists. This is why demands for "one 
nation, one society, one people' are dismissed as the new agenda of 
the old racists. 

The PolitlcLsailon of Preferential Policies 
Why do governments promote affirmative action' The short answer in 
democracies is that they see votes in it. That is, the policy is a 
specifically political response to the highly visible symbols of sectarian 
identity (an argument not unlike that made in regard to multi-
culturalism itself; Sestito, 1982). The most extreme example of this has 
occurred in India, where politicians try to calculate sectarian "vote 
banks': 'reservations have now degenerated into a politkal manoeuvre 
for capturing vote banks to gain or retain power" (Reddy, 1965). That 
fornier Prime Minister V.P. Singh miscalculated the political equation 
does not invalidate the claim that he was motivated by the desire to 
capture vote banks in a country where the 'backward' castes had been 
expanded by political fiat to constitute a majority of the electorate. 

Pluralistic democracy presupposes that the common good wil l 
result from individuals pursuing self-interest in the marketplace of 
voluntary exchanges. Considerable — indeed dangerous — cynicism 
towards the political process is now evident in India because individual 
and national interests are wklely perceived to have been subordinated 
to the claims of numerous special-interest groups Politicians have 
been seduced into engaging these groups in exchanges where benefits 
are dispensed by the state to selected groups at the expense of the 
general good. Utility-maximising political parties try to attraa new 
voters in pursuit of their overriding goal of gaining office. Preferential 
programs are of dubkjus value to the intended beneficiaries, but they 
are politically attraaive because they mobilise micklle-class support for 
the political panics pushing them. Everyone likes being on the side of 
the angels. 

In contrast, actually addressing the real issues and redressing the 
real problems might require considerable financial outlays in building 
t)etter schools, improving peoples' skills, transforming peoples' atti
tudes towards education, work and comp>etition — and it would not 
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even promote a sense of moral righteousness. Millions more outcaste 
women becoming secretaries instead of latrine cleaners might help a 
lot more pe<jple, but is not as headline-grabbing as another outcaste 
cabinet minister or departmental head. Symbolic representation (for 
example an outcaste village headman) is politically marketable, real 
progress (providing clean drinking water for every villager) less so. 
Statistical rcpresenution sells, eliminating the need for them does not, 
attempts to terminate them arc politically suicidal. 

Public policy therefore becomes an outcome of bargaining be
tween political parties and sf>ecial-interest groups, not parties and 
voters. In democratic pKjlities, multiculturalism pmmotes the compe
tition for votes of individuals, not as individuals, but as members of 
special-interest groups. Thus in India the equi%^lent of multi
culturalism (righting group wrongs of the past, preserving and promot
ing Islamic identity) has become part of the great cx)aliiion of interests 
created by politicians in their attempt to win elections. The symbols of 
group identities have been patronised by politicians for their own 
political ends. Group rights in practice have turned out to be about 
ethnic leaders receiving favoured treatment in exchange for delivering 
group votes to political leaders Con.scquendy, group rights become 
the new arena of political conflict with established and emerging 
group>s engaging in an increasingly biaer struggle against one another 
to maintain and expand relative privileges. 

Political p>arties did not respond to organised pressure from the 
lower castes. Instead, they were the initiators of changes in p<ilicy, and 
the lower castes became more overtly political and organised into 
pressure groups for the pursuit of common interests in response. The 
political system tlien becomes captive to an escalating cycle of 
demands from special-interest groups. The middle ground is progres
sively abandoned as more privileges are demanded by increasingly 
radicalised leaders: today's extreme is tomorrow's middle grouiKl. In 
a two-p)arty (or two-coalilion) competitive model in which sectarian 
groups represent a large proportion of the vote, rival political parties or 
coalitions ignore the groupw only at their peril. Group leaders in effect 
auction their vote banks to the highest bidders. 

In time this creates its own dilemma. If parties move beyond 
symbolism to real structural change to accommodate minority group 
claims, they risk alienating majority group support and so losing office. 
Minority groups in the meantime have had their expectations aroused, 
so a failure to implement structural change leaves them disappointed 
and, if their claims are founded on a sense of historical grievances. 
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alienated Thus both groups end up being dissatisfied. The mixture of 
dashed hopes and political backlash Ls a potentially explosive recip>e 
for ethnic strife. Hence the transformation of multiculturalism into a 
political balancing act, in which parties try to attract some sectarian 
voters without antagonising other groups. In the final atudysLs, 
therefore, multkxilturalism as public policy may contain the seeds of its 
own destruction. Predicated on mutual respect and tolerance in a free 
society, it may generate mutual suspicion and hostihty. 

In short, the problem lies not in the existence of group differences, 
but in their politicisation. When demagogues take over, reason 
retreats. The idea that bellkose intransigence and deliberate seeking 
of conflict with out-groups can be |x>litically rewarding for regimes and 
leaderships has long been around in the international-relations litera
ture. Students of ethnicity seem surprisingly resisunt to the plausible 
hypothesis. Yet examples abound of unelected radical spokespersons 
dictating terms to elected governments under pain of 'rivers of blood" 
(or 'ki l l a white' — which can earn a rebuke for the media reporting the 
comment but not for the person uttering the threaO. Out-group 
members raising questioning voices are dubbed racists, in-group 
members are traitors: 'heads I win, u i l s you lose". A solution of ethnic 
or cultural problems would deprive self-appointed leaders of a plat
form and a role; upping the ante by raising ever-expanding demands 
(control of t)ie maritime resources, airwaves, skyways; separate 
schools, languages, judiciaries, territories) enlarges the role of group 
activists and gives them a bigger stage from which to manipulate more 
people. If peace and harmony prevail between different cultures in a 
multi-cthnk: society, then the activists must do their best to create a 
climate of biner recriminations before their political aspirations can be 
realised. Looking at India, the most spectacular success f iom pressing 
group grievances has come for the group politicians. 

It would appear that the experience of India with policies of 
positive discrimination is by no means unique. A p<jwcrful and 
sustained critique of affirmative action, built on evidence from Aus
tralia, Canada, India, New Zealand and the United States as well as 
other a>untries, is provided by Thomas Sowell (1990). ' In the United 
States, the black academic Shelby Steele has argued that blacks 'uke 
the rap for affirmative action prograiruncs but get precious little benefit 
from them' (Hodges, 1991). The greatest gains were made by blacks 
in the 1960$ before the institution of preferential policies. Affirmative 
action had helped a few middle dass and privileged blacks who would 

3. The analytic rramework in this section has been adapted from Sowell. 
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have made it anyway. But for most blacks, the programs had produced 
more segregated campuses, less racial mixing, more racial tension 
(Steele. 1991). 

The Fraudulence of Preferential Policies 
If membership of a partkular group confers unequal privileges, and if 
job markets and prospects for upward mobility are sugitani or 
shrinking, then inevitably fraudulent claims of membership in the 
target groups will multiply. This has occurred in India. It has the 
potential to be an acute problem in New Zealand because a Maori is 
essentially a self-defining category. 

IV. FROM EXPATRIATE TO IMMIGRANT 

Problems of cultural pluralism arise because human beings have a 
tendency to engage in wholesale movements of populations over time. 
If in the process some indigenous peoples are overwhelmed, then a 
subsequent generation of the colonising race might seek to expiate 
historical guilt by policies of positive discrimination The movement of 
people across p>olitical frontiers is subject to government control and 
regulation today as it never was before. Migration can be smooth and 
untroubled when state-assisted out of a desire to preserve cultural 
homogeneity. Tlie rites of passage can be rough and traumatic when 
they take place against the grain of official policy, as with the 
Vietnamese boat people in Hong Kong. In the former case, migrants 
may wish to transplant home kientiiy to their new environment. After 
all, it is their home identity that made them attractive for assisted 
passage in the first place. But the more typical migrant is one who pulls 
up roots in the home country and seeks to put them down again in the 
adopted country. 

Cultural assimilation of the new migrants into the dominant 
mainstream may be a gradual or an enforced process But for someone 
who has been traumatised by the experience of crossing a major 
cultural divide, a speedy integration into a new society and its 
dominant values may not necessarily be such a bad or unwelcome 
thing. From the point of view of migrants, the most attractive option 
is to be given the choice instead of being forced to assimilate or retain 
a separate identity. The mosaic, by emphasising the ethic of multi
culturalism, ends up exerting as much social pressure as enforced 
assimilation. 

Immigration is no longer as simple as it might once have been in 
distinguishing between nationals and aliens. In most contemjwrary 
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Western societies, we fmd a range of possibilities: 
• migrants who have acquired host-country citiTenship, grown roots 

there and intend to see out the rest of their lives there; 
• migrants who have dual or even multiple citizenships and shared 

loyalties; 
• migrants who arc long-term rt»idents but hope eventually to 

return to their countries of origin; 
• migrants who arc only short-term residents working temporarily in 

more remunerative environments until retirement back to the 
home country; 

• descendants of migrants who retain ties of affection and identifica
tion to the homelands of their parents. 

Consequently, citizeriship is today a less homogeneous concept than is 
recognised perhaps in theories of rights and obligations between 
citizens and states. There is room for the development of a more 
nuanced and differentiated theory of political obligation. (The coun
terpart of this is the argument develop>ed by William Malcy in this 
volume, that in today's global society suies may have duties to non-
nationals beyond their borders.) 

Immigrants move to new countries in search of lands of oppor
tunity. They accept social dislocation as the price of the new 
opportunities available to them. They seek equality of opportunity, 
not equality of outcome. Migrants have choice of entry and exit (both 
legally and socially); their children have no chok:e of entry, but retain 
the choice of exit in most cases; but from the third generation 
onwards, the choice of exit too wil l be lost. Policies of multi-
culluralism should be based on this scx:ial reality, for from the third 
generation on, people wil l know only one country as home. 

The vast scale of immigration into Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada and the United Stales has radically changed the cultural, 
linguistic and racial composition and balance ofthe.se countries since 
their settlement as transplanted European societies. In each case, 
demographic shifts made it necessary to develop ideologies for the 
legitimisation and management of ethnic relations. But there seems 
to be one important difference between New Zealand and the other 
three counu-ies. The terms of the debate in New Zealand are between 
the Maori and the European. That is, the debate in New Zealand is 
about biculiuralism, not multiculturalism: the two arc mutually 
exclusive. Once the problem is defined in terms of a bicultural (or bi-
racial) dichotomy, then groups that are neither Maori nor European 
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are frozen out of the debate on the identity and future of the counuy 
and disenfranchised insofar as the politics of multiculnjralism is 
concerned. They become impotent in terms of setting the agenda of 
the debate or defining its vocabulary. 

In Australia, Canada and the United States, it would app>ear that the 
demands of the indigenous groups (Aborigines, Eskimos, Canadian and 
American Indians) are put forward and processed outside the 
multicultural debate. (But Canada is somewhat peculiar in this respect. 
It has long been wedded to an official policy of bilingualism — meaning 
English and French, which created occasional difficulties for me In 
answering questions on bilingual facility — alongside multiculturalism.) 

As a newly-arrived migrant in Canada or New Zealand, I had and 
have a certain instrumental loyalty to my new coimtry and its laws and 
people. Acknowledgment of multicultural diversity that makes no 
further ethnically targeted claims on it for resources or privileges helps 
to foster affective ties towards the new state and society. 

There Is a distinction between being an immigrant and an 
expatriate. Bharati Mukherjee. a gifted writer of Indian origin who 
lived for 15 years in Canada before moving to the United States and 
becoming an American citizen, wmte that immigration is the psycho
logical opposite of expatriation (Mukherjee, 1968:28). By being 
officially hostile to assimilation, Canada forces newcomers to be 
expatriates rather than immigrants. The mosaic becoines a subde 
policy instrument in the hands of 'true blood' Canadians for maintain
ing their disunce from the new pretenders. Separateness is main
tained, there is no cross-contamination, caste purity is not (xslluted. In 
contrast, people arriving in the great American melting pot quickly 
learn the trappings of the American way of life. They know what they 
have to do in order to become an 'average' US citizen, and most choose 
to cloak themselves with these trappings as speedily as possible. But 
they are not required to eradicate their ethnic identities in the process. 
It is possible to be an American and an Irish-, Polish- or any other 
hyphenated American simultaneously. 

It is in this sense that the mosaic is flawed in comparison to the 
melting pot or salad bowl or whatever label one wisties to pin on 
America. The ethic of assimilation has not precluded the reality of 
thriving cultural minorities all across America. A very considcTable 
number of diHereni racial, cultural, linguistic and religious groups live in 
the United States. They manage, furthermore, to retain their distinctive 
group identities. And, most crucially, they manage to do so without 
govemment involvemeru. They can form not-for-profit associations, be 
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eligible for tax-deductible contributkxis (which could perhaps be 
described as disguised subsklies), and engage in all manner of activities 
to preserve and promote their cultural heritage. 

Individuals arc free to choose between identities of inheriunce 
and adoption In the beginning, inunigrants or their children start 
learning English — the language with which they are bombarded on 
all fronts in their new environment — in order to b^ able to compete 
equally with everyone else for economic, political and social status. 
Over generations, many stop leaming their own language as well as 
English. The integrating institutions of their culture are eroded as they 
assimilate into the dominant culture: the price of mainstreaming is the 
loss of cultural distinctiveness. But where is the harm in this? American 
society suffers from many ills, including wkkspread violence. But 
when American minorities demand rights, they demand the rights as 
and of Americans. 

The mosaic etiiic can also be unconsciously patronising. Expatri
ates, who in the original meaning arc exiles from their homelands, 
come gift-wrapped in a doak of exotic mystery. The discreet charm of 
the newly-arrived is not allowed to fade by assimilation, but preserved 
in the mosaic Friends and acquainunces indulge a backward-looking 
nosulgia with bint condescenskm. Exotica becomes embedded in 
their permanent identity. Encouraged to hang on to their identity of 
origin rather than melt into the identity of destination, they become 
'The Nowhere Man" of Kamala Markandaya's novel: people who can 
celebrate a claim on both lands without having a true home country in 
either Expatriatk>n. not immigration, is our final destiny. 

Duality, even multiple identity, is of course part of the inheritance 
of every person coming from a sometime colonised country. In the 
Indian textbooks, 'our' glories (>ast and wondrous include the best of 
Dravidian, Aryan, Mughul, British, Hindu, Muslim. We learnt fairiy 
eariy that instead of ab.solutcs, we have only shifting correct contexts. 
In the ethnic and gender-fraaured English-speaking worid of multi
culturalism. it is perhaps easier for us to see ourselves both as 'us' and 
'them' O^rtainty my own roots, and that of my family, are now spread 
across many continents spanning the eciuator and east and west, and 
also the social ladder. Multiculturalism is a fluid set of identitkrs for the 
individual as well as the nation. 

V. MULTICULTURAL PROGRAMS 

Multiculturalism thus enuils informatiorul programs, educational 
campaigns, attitudinal transformations and government services 
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(interpreters, social workers, ethnic liaison officers, and so on). The 
burden of my argument is that, based on the examples of the Rushdie 
affair and the documented patterns in programs of preferential 
policies, the melting pot provides a more acceptable guide to public 
policy than the mosaic. Multiculturalism cormotes non-discrimination 
in the migrant inuke, but does not require unlimited or unregulated 
immigration. Although the so-called Blainey debate of the eariy and 
mid-1980s in Australia at times degenerated into hysterical polemics, 
it also raised some important issues that should be dispassionately 
addressed. There may be limits to the absorptive capacity of a 
country. I f the multicultural peace is fragile, then too rapid an intake 
of multi-ethnic migrants is likely to spark off securian explosions that 
wi l l threaten the welfare of ethnic migrants already in the country. 
On balance, it is more important to ensure fair and equitable U^tment 
to those already in than to insist on enlarging their proportion in the 
face of hostile opposition, even if the opposition is racist and ignorant. 
No government jx j l i cy can afford to move too far ahead of grass-roots 
community attitudes. If appeals to consensus are used as a means of 
stifling legitimate debate on issues of public policy, then they wi l l 
simply engender mounting frustration and anger, whether in the field 
of Asian migration or Maori-Pakeha relations. 

Multiculmralism in education means celebrating the diversity of 
the multiple cultural heritage of a nation and helping groups to 
overcome educational disadvantages. A tension can arise between 
utilitarian and sentimental choice of languages. English is the gateway 
to the worid, and a denial of competency in this international language 
does grave disservice to any individual. Similarly, some langiuges and 
subjects are more useful than others in helping to prepare people for 
the demands of the modem worid. Given their share of the New 
2 ^ l a n d population, Maoris must have the right to being educated in 
their own language if they so wish. But they should make the dioice 
in the full knowledge of the con.sequences for themselves as individu
als and as a group. The key to natk>nal and international mobility wil l 
be languages like Knglish and subjects like economics, mathematics 
and medicine. Having opted for cultural values over utilitarian 
calculations, they might have to resign themselves to disadvantages on 
a European scale like income levels in a market economy. 

Education offers the surest but not necessarily the easiest or 
shortest path out of the bicultural dilemma in New Zealand. Statistics 
released in 1990 showed that Matjris and Pacific Islanders were over-
represented in the lower grades in the New Zealand school system. 
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while Asians were over-represented in the higher grades (Otago Daily 
limes, 10 & 30 May 1990); 
• almost two-thirds of Maoris failed English and Geography in the 

1989 School Certificate examinations at the end of Form V; 
• about 40 per cent of Maori students had even failed Maori — a 

worse result than achieved by European and Asian .students; 
• about 70 per cent of Pacific Islanders b i led English, Mathematics, 

Science, Economics and Geography; 
• among Asians, 19 per cent and 37 per cent gained A passes in 

English and Mathematics respectively; the corresponding figures 
for Europeans were 18 per cent and 19 per cent Asians 
outperformed Europeans in Science, Econonucs, Geography and 
Technical Drawing as well; 

• Maori rctentkjn rates at secondary school had improved over one 
decade from 18 per cent in Form V I in 1976 to 28 per cent in 1987. 
But this was still well behind the European retentkin rates of 62 per 
cent and 63 per cent in the same years; 

• for Form V I I , the Maori figures had improved from 2 per cent to 7 
per cent over the same period, for Europeans from 18 per cent to 
27 per cent. 

Academic results are not of course a pierfect indicator of ability and 
intellect. But they are a critical factor in determining career opportu
nities for school leavers. The f a a that school performance of Maoris is 
relatively much poorer can only lead to a reinforcement of racial and 
class cleavages. Hence the urgent need to analyse the ethnic disparity 
of academic grades throughout the education system. 

If we accept the research findings that Maori students are not 
doing well in the New Zealand educational system, the next task is to 
identify the causes of their exceptional failure. One could argue the 
racist positkin that for genedc reasons Maoris are incapable of high 
educational attainment, but there is litde evidence for sucli a proposi
tion. The fault could lie in the system: perhaps it is excessively 
monocultural. Such a statement is difficult to reconcile with the fart of 
Asians succeeding so well in the New Zealand educational system (and 
American, Australian, British, Canadian). Even so, teachers could be 
checked to guard against self-fulfilling educational outcomes for Maori 
children, where stereotypical expectations produce predictable results. 
Or it could lie with the Maori community: perhaps insufficient .stress 
is given to the importance of education and to qualities of achievement 
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and excellence. Inchrect support for such a contention tximes from the 
success of Asians, who value education very highly and are prepared 
to bear enormous sacrifices so that the children of the family can 
receive the best educational opportunities. (This can of course have a 
dark side, for example the phenomenon of 'failures' producing youth 
suicides.) 

Separate educational systems for Maoris are unlikely to rectify the 
problem. The solution must lie in an integration of all groups, with 
quality education being available to all students to achieve equitable 
outcomes. Separate or parallel educational systems wil l increase the 
demands on Maori students. For as well as learning iheir own language 
and culture, they wi l l still need to learn, in addition, the basic skills of 
the dominant culture in order to survive and thrive in i t Unless 
immersion in Maori language is accompanied by improvement in 
EnglLsh, .scientific and numeracy skills, separate Maori-medium cur-
ric-ula will become part of the problem. 

It is also worth bearing in mind that miUions of non-European 
parents around the world would love to have the opportunities 
available to Maori children in New Zealand for education in the so-
called alienating Pakeha system. The mainstream schools do offer a 
way out of the poverty trap for all Maoris by acquiring the necessary 
educational skills It is difficult to see how individual Maoris or 
Maoridom collectively will benefit by abandoning the opportunities of 
the mainstream schcxjis for parallel schools. I f Maoris (and Pakehas) 
are genuinely interested in avoiding becoming welfare statistics and in 
eliminating collective demoralisation, then the .surest path out of the 
jungle lies through the mainstream education: including the work ediic 
and the drive to competitiveness. 

Gesture diplomacy like Europeans learning Maori goes only so far 
even in acknowledging the real problems, let alone alleviating them. 
'If a neighbour comes to your door and says I am out of work, can't pay 
my mortgage, and my son is in trouble with the law, there is something 
bizarre about saying, "Be of good heart, I'm learning Maori" (Flynn, 
1988). The task for Europeans is to decide whether they wish to feel 
good or break the cycle of low income, low employment and high 
crime rates among Maoris. The first can be achieved relatively easily, 
for example by the Pakehas learning Maori. The second involves 
uking tough decisions. To date there Ls litde evidence that New 
Zealanders have even begim to acknowledge the difficulty of the 
problem, let alone act to resolve it. The critical question is how to close 
the skills gap between Maori and Pakeha This is not to dispute or 
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reject the benefits of self-esteem conferred on Maoris if they team and 
preserve their own language. (Although, given the reality of extensive 
inter-racial marriage in New Zealand, the question of who is a Maori 
and who is not is likely to become irrelevant anyway.) 

But native language fluency and self-esteem are the begirming, not 
the end of the process. To complete the preparation for success in the 
modem world, more than anytfiing else Maoris wil l have to leam to 
come to terms with the dominant educational system, adapt to it and 
exploit it to their advantage. Indeed if given the choice, they could 
more usefully leam English, German, French and Japanese among the 
languages; and mathematics and science among other subjects. 
Perhaps they should leam from the Asians. A minority su lxu l tu re can 
cope with the dominant culture more adequately if its members can 
beat the dominant group at their own educational game. Wherever 
they have gone — Europe, North America, Australasia, even Fiji — 
Asians have not looked to govemments for creating the conditions of 
their success. The family structure and family pressures have ensured 
that Asians are disproportionately represented in the high-income 
professions of scientists, engineers, lawyers and doaors; and that they 
are employed, law-abiding and fully integrated citizens of their new 
communities. 

Those who fail to come to terms with the dominant educational 
system, in contrast, get locked into the vicious cycle of low individual 
and group self-esteem, unemployment, low-income, family violence 
and continual familiarity with the p>olice, courts and prisons. ( In the 
year to 30 June 1991, 37 per cent of crimes in New 2 ^ l a n d were 
commined by Maoris, who make up only 12 pei cent of the popula
tion.) 

I make no striaer demand upon Maori than upon my own 
children. Given the negligible proportion of New Zcalanders who are 
Hindi-speaking, 1 do not expect the state to provide the opportunity of 
leaming Hindi in the school system. Should a group of us get together 
to foster our language by private means, then I would expect to have 
the same access to sute resources as any other group. It would bring 
mc much joy to be able to speak to my children in my mother tongue. 
It will bring me more lasting satisbction to sec them gainfully 
employed with bright prosF>ects for advancement because their educa
tion has prepared them well for an intensely competitive job market. 
We do not live in an ideal world. In the real world, educaik>nal choices 
entail opportunity costs. But if discovery of roots brings greater 
satisfactk>n to my children, then they are perfecdy at liberty to pursue 

136 



CROSS-NATIONAL REFLECTIONS ON MUL^HCULTURALISM 

the satisfaction of their emotional wants. 
At the tertiary level, the trarwition from affirmative admissions — 

the standards of admissions for Indian students were higher than for 
others at the University of the South Pacific in Suva — to affirmative 
grading is smooth and relatively painless. For once the demand for 
ethnic balance has l>een conceded at the admissions suge. it is that 
much harder to resist it at the results stage. Unfortunately, tliis is akin 
to attacking the symptoms rather than addressing the cause. It is not 
perhaps a case of breaking the thermometer as the means of curing the 
fever. It is more the case that if a reading above 37 ° registers fever, then 
we wil l recalibrate the thermometer so that what was previously 45* 
now reads as 37°: if certain cultural or ethnic groups fail on existing 
literacy or achievement standards, then the correa s<>lution is not to 
identify why they are failing and remedy the causes, but to change 
existing standards. 

This in turn exacts yet another cost from those individuals among 
the disadvantaged groups who have succeeded. The presumption wil l 
be that a Maori (or black) professor has atuined tliat rank by counesy 
more than merit, even though the opposite may be the case. In a talk 
at Ougo University some years ago, this point was made poignantly by 
Thomas Sowell, the "conservative' black American academk. It has 
also been made more recently by yet ancMher American black law 
professor at Yale who is unsure whether he would have made it 
without affirmative action, and whether he is as good as his white 
fellow-workers: while many whites are quite certain that he is not 
(Carter, 1991). 

What does 'cultural sensitivity' require of us when examining 
university students? I take it to mean two things. First, we should be 
sensitive to culture-specific tendencies, for example to be questioning 
or deferential towards social, political, and even academic authority. 
Second, we should avoid becoming obsessed with grammatical errors 
and stylistic .shortcomings, concentrating instead on the substance of 
the essay in regard to content and logic of argumenL If an essay or 
answer should be seriously deficient in substance, then a Maori, I»acific 
Island or Asian student must not be deemed to have performed 
satisfactorily simply by having submitted some wriaen work or 
scribbled a few lines on the answer sheet. This is not just grossly unjust 
to all other students; it also demeans Maori, Pacific Island and Asian 
students by its implicit belief that they are not deserving of standards 
roughly equal to the rest of the student fxjpulation. 

A multicultural society wil l provide equality of access to the whole 
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range of the legal process: legal aid; anti-discrimination legislation and 
enforcement; human-rights legislation and enforcement; family law. 
Some of the most .sensitive cultural differences lie in the realm of family 
relations. On an admittedly superficial impression, it does not appear 
to me that divorce, child-custody and propierty-division laws take 
adequate heed of cultural attitudes. One of the more poignant 
incidents in New Zealand this year occurred on the death of a noted 
Maori entertainer. HLs Maori tribe arted against the wishes of his 
widow and gave him a ceremonial Maori funeral. The general reaction 
in New Zealand, reflected and fuelled by the media, was one of 
outrage. There was no understanding of the Maori point of view that 
the klentity of the individual ts derived from and always subordinate to 
the collective identity of the tribe. Changes in family law might be 
indicated if the mores and values of different cultures are to be given 
due recognition in the legal structure. 

The legal process can produce alarming encounters with the law 
for minority groups. Multiculturalism requires the provision of services 
such as interpreters and translators as a right; the police and lawyers 
do not always reflert cultural sensitivity (for example, the differing 
stigma attaching to the simple art of being Hnger-printed); lawyers, 
police and media can stereotype and stigmatise ethnic groups during 
court appearances and press reports. 

The disadvantages of a migrant caught in the legal bureaucracy 
can be qualitatively different from and additional to those of the poor. 
As we know from literature (including The Satanic Verses) and films, 
the migrant is peculiarly vulnerable, likely to be alienated from the 
legal structures and institutions, and easy prey for law sharks. 

The legal system seems to be partkrularly resistant to change, and 
is often the last bastion of monocultural hegemony in the formal 
structures of politk^l authority. The law embodies and promotes 
fundamental values and should provide a basis for social cohesion and 
harmony. I can recall incidents in Fiji of European circuit judges 
refusing to accept reconciliation between anugonists following tradi
tional modes of conflict resolution. 

The media as an institution have the potential to divide or unify the 
country as well as transmitting information and entertainment. Main
stream media should avoid stereotyping and stigmatising cultural or 
ethnic minority groups. It is incorrert and irresponsible of the 
mainstream media to deny that they create as well as reflert images of 
cultural minorities. Beyond this, 'market forces' can take care of the 
amount of news coverage from different parts of the world. The ethnic 
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media can cater to specialised urget groups, as is done very success
fully in the United States. Their publications can be widely available 
or channelled through ethnic organLsatkins. Typically tliey repon 
activities and publicise issues of interest to the ethnic community (for 
example, a campaign is presendy under way by Indians in ttie US to 
change the implementaik)n of the new immigration law). By the very 
fact of their existence they help to keep alive the language and the 
culture of the ethnic group. Thus they serve both instrumental and 
affective purposes. 

A commitment to reducing the role of the government should 
entail a willingness to accept radio and television stations being 
opened and run by any group that can satisfy minimum sundards 
neutrally set and meet the necessary costs of entry. That is, the role of 
the government is to ensure minimum standards (lechnkral, legal, 
ethical), and to ensure that these sundards are neutral between 
different competing groups and incLvkluals. I remain puzzled as to 
why the electn>nic media have b>een treated differently from the print 
media in being open to commercial and culttiral entrepreneurs. 

V L CONCLUSIONS 
Multiculturalism is entrenched in political discourse in modem West-
em societies. What wil l the post-multicultural society look like? 
Accepting that diversity is a good thing, we may still differ on whether 
to support a limited role for the state (that it should not discourage or 
suppress multiculturalism), or an interventionLst role (that the state 
should foster and promote multiculturalism). 

A government's contmitmeni to multiculturalism will usually 
reflect the ideology underiying its wider public policy. Belief in an 
interventionist state wil l likely produce active state involvement in 
promoting the caiise and policies of muldculturalism But we seem to 
be witnessing a major shift in ideology towards limited government, 
individual self-reliance and the pursuit of economic growth without 
obsessive attention to social justice. In such a worldview, the way to 
solve the crisis of legitimisation and to contain the problem of ethnicity 
is to shift the locus of responsibility back to the individual, the family 
and the group: Icxral communities must lake more responsibility for 
alleviating problems arising from physical and social disadvantage. 

State intervention can be as market-distorting in the cultural 
marketplace as in die economic. Because it promotes an artificial 
market, it could be as futile an effon as state economic pbnning. The 
stale may be as misdireaed in efforts to capture the commanding 
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heights of multicukuralism as of the economy. In botli cases, the 
proper role of the state is to provide the pohtical, legal and administra
tive contexts whereby non-governmental actors can compete freely on 
a level playing field. That is, laws and policies should be neutral 
between the competitors. Facilities available to one group should be 
equally available to any other group. For example, the Maori people 
should not have the right to certain state favours qua Maori that is not 
available to the European. African, Asian or any other Pacific Islander. 
Ascriplivc distinctions should not be accepuble criteria for discrimina
tion between individuals, while those formulated on the basis of such 
criteria as income levels and treaty rights may be permitted. 

But what if Maoris (or any other group) dominate the ranks of the 
poor, the uneducated, the dispossessed and the misfiL> Vffhzi indeed? 
Far from my prescription (of income-based affirmative actiorO break
ing down in this case, it manages to achieve the same social good while 
remaining race-blind. For if Maoris (or any other group) are dispropor
tionately represented in the underclass of society, then they will 
automatically receive the most benefits under any means-testing 
program of sute benefits But a wealthy Maori (or an affluent member 
of any other ethnic group) will receive no preferential treatment over 
an impoverished Pakeha or Samoan or Chinese. 

As an observer of multicukuralism. I believe that the state must 
strive for a balance between the rights of individuals and the interests 
of collective entities (that is, groups which exist as units and not merely 
as disaggregated individuals) and the interests of states. Judgments on 
the proper balance between competing claims must include an 
evaluation of their relative urgency and imporunce. I conclude with 
three propositions: 

• A resolution of the multicultural dilemma may lie in Fareto-optknal 
solutions. A solution is Pareto-optimal when there is no other 
achievable result where both parties in a dyadic negotiating set 
could be better off. as distinct from one party being better off at the 
expense of the other. An increase in total welfare occurs when 
some people are better ofFas a result of a change without anybody 
being worse off at the same time. 

• An alternative resolution may lie in the compensation principle. 
The Pareto criterion requires that for a policy to be socially 
beneficial, no one should be worse off than before the change and 
someone should be bener off. But there may be cases where loss 
is unavoidable. For these cases, economists bring in the compen
sation principle, which sutes that a policy is socially desirable if 
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those who gain from it remain beaer off even after fully compen
sating those who lose. 

• A third solution may lie in a (possibly idiosyncratic) conception of 
distributive justice. Inequalities between ethnic groups should be 
minimised, but consistent with attaining the maximum benefits for 
the greatest number of intra-ethnic and exoj?cnous members of 
society. The debate about the competing conceptions of afTirma-
tive action can be organised around two alternative principles of 
dLStributive justice: maximising benefits or minimising depriva
tion. Relative privilege for some amounts to relative deprivation 
for all others. Can distributive inequalities be said to be justified 
to the extent that they are necessary to maximise the range of 
benefits available to all nationals? Or should distributive inequali
ties be minimised, but consistent with attaining the maximum 
benefits for the greatest number? That is, the only role of equality 
in the laner conception is to break deadlocks between alternative 
strategics of social welfare that are indifferent from the point of 
view of maximising l)enefiLS. By contrast, tlie deprivation-mini
mising principle would redistribute benefits in order to maximise 
the well-being of the worst-off groups in society. 

As a consumer of multicultural ism, I would want it to mean; 
• I neither make or concede a claim (in health, education, employ

ment, social welfare) to a member of any other ethnic group that 
is not equally available to me. 

• I have the same right to preserve my original identity and 
perpetuate my group as anyone else, with state assistance being 
determined by ethnicity-blind criteria (for example critical thresh
olds of income and population). 

• My family and I are not forced to adopt dominant social values. 
• Our values have equal status so long as they do not violate 

established consensual norms and laws. 
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I . INTRODUCTION 
In an article entitled 'Ugliculturallsm' in 'Ibe Australian (17 September 
1991), economics commentator Alan Wood sugg^^ t^ia' as Australia 
goes through a difficult and drainalic economic transition, it will need 
a strong sense of national identity and purpose. Wood is not the 
first — nor will he be tlie last — to express such sentiments. At 
present, many of those calling for the Australian republic to become a 
Republic appeal to the importance of asserting a national identity. 
Professor Geoffrey Blainey, in a chapter entitled "Going Somewhere?', 
has written eloquently about the need for people to feel they belong 
to their country and to enjoy a sense of solidarity with their fellow 
countrymen (Blainey, 1984:153). And there is, of course, a long 
tradition of refleaion and writing about the Australian character, about 
Australian natiorulism, and about their respective strengths and inad
equacies (McQueen, 1986; King, 1978; White, 1981; Collins. 1985; 
Alomes. 1988; Shaw, 1988; Hume. 1991). 

Prcoccufwtion with questions of identity is not peculiarly Austral
ian. National identity has been an issue in almost every part of the 
modern worid. Many see it as an unpleasant and, at worst, destructive 
feature of modernity. Others, like Anthony D. Smith, suggest that it 
may have certain functions. First, national identity provides a satisfying 
answer to the problem of personal oblivion: identification with the 
nation in secular times "is the surest way to surmount the fmality of 
death and ensure a measure of personal immortality". Perhaps. 
Second, to identify with a nation 'is to be offered personal renewal and 
dignity in and througli national regeneration". Again, maybe. Third, 
national identity gives a certain prominence to the ideal of fraternity 
(Smith, lS)91;l60-2). Hence the parades, remembrance ceremonies, 
anniversary celebrations, monuments to the fallen, flags and the 
eulogies of heroes. 

Whether or not national identity does really serve these functions, 
however, there is no doubling the ubiquity and the durability of its 
ceremonial and symbolic asp>ects. Indeed, symlx)l and ritual are the 
mosl decisive markers of the success of the idea of national identity, for 
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it is through these aspects that the connection between individual and 
collective identity is most forcefully drawn. Part of the reason for this 
affinity. Smith suggests, is aesthetic: symbols, whether in words, shapes 
or sounds, are evocative — in this case, of national "spirit". But a more 
imporunt reason why the symbolic aspects of nationalism affea the 
sense of individual identity is that they usually revive ethnic ties and 
identiflcations. 'especially in commemoration of "the forefathers' and 
the fallen in each generation of the community' (Smith, 1991:162). 

This. I thiiik, brings us to the problematic relationship between 
two ideas that have been prominent in so much of recent public 
discussion in Australia: national identity and multiculturalism. Some 
political advocates, perhaps seeing an ethnk: component implicit in 
prevailing ideas of national identity, have embraced and commended 
multiculturalism as the appropriate antidote, or at lea.st corrective, to an 
eariier and now obsolete ethnic tradition. Others think only of spitting 
the antidote, and view multiculturalism as the "nigger in the wood
pile' — reducing, if not destroying, all prospect of preserving national 
identity. Yet others look, perhaps more with hope than with anticipa
tion, for some new way of reconciling the two ideas, or at least 
overcoming the conflict between them. 

My primary purpose here is to explore the connection between 
multiculturalism and natk>nal identity, and so to contribute to a 
discussion that has touched numerous areas of public fx)licy ranging 
from immigration to law reform. I propose to do so by consklering a 
number of questions which have become pertinent. The first question 
might be 'Do we need a strong sense of national identity?" This 
presupposes a prior question: 'can there be such a thing (and if so, in 
what sense)? Third, "do we need a (sense oO national purpose?" And 
fourth, can multiculturalism be consistent with any of these things (and 
if so, what kind of an idea of multiculturalism would this be)? 

These questkins and their answers are important because of their 
potential bearing on matters of public policy. They are also difficult, 
however, because they arc address not only matters of public policy 
but deeper issues about the nature of a political community. My 
secondary purpose is to say a litde about the nature of the desirable 
political community. 

n. CAN T H E R E B E AN AUSTRALIAN IDENTITY? 
Let me begin by considering the questk>n of whether there can be such 
a thing as a national identity, and an Australian national identity in 
particular. In fact, quite different questions are being asked here 
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because 'identity' might be construed in different ways. It might be 
taken to mean 'character'; Ls there an Australian national character? 
Russell Ward's The Australian Legend, I think, gives a sort of an answer 
to this panicular question, suggesting that there are some charaaeris-
lically Australian traits that have their roots in the pastoral life of the 
19th-century outback. There is a myth. Ward writes, about the typkral 
Australian. 

According to the myth, the 'typical Australian' is a practical 
man, rt>ugh and ready in his manners and quick to decry any 
appearance of affcctatksn in others. He is a great improviser, 
ever willing 'to have a go' at anything, but willing too to be 
content with a task done in a way that is 'near enough'. Though 
capable of great exertion in an emergency, he normally feels 
no impulse to work hard without good cause. He swears hard 
and consistently, gambles heavily and often, aixl drinks deeply 
on occasion. Though he is 'the worid's best confidence man", 
he is usually taciturn rather than talkative, one who endures 
stoically rather than one who acts busily. He is a 'hard case', 
sceptical about the value of religion and of intellectual and 
cultural pursuits generally. He believes that Jack is not only as 
good as his master but, at least in principle, probably a good 
deal better, and so he is a great 'knocker' of eminent people 
unless, as in the case of his sporting heroes, they are distin
guished by physical prowess. He is a fiercely independent 
person who hates officiousness and authority, especially when 
these qualities are embodied in military officers and police-
n>en. Yet he is very hospitable and, above all, will stick to his 
mates through thick and thin, even if he thinks they may be in 
the wrong. No epithet in his vocabulary is more completely 
damning than 'scab", unless it be 'pimp' used in its peculiariy 
Australasian slang meaning of "informer*. He tentfc to be a 
rolling .stone, highly suspect if he should chance to gather 
much moss. (Ward, 1958.1-2) 

Ward"s thesis was that such qualities were widely attributed to 
bushmen in 19th-century Australia, ratlicr than to Australians generally. 
And unsurprLsingly so, he implies, since 'the material conditioru of 
outback life were such as to evoke these qualities in pastoral workers', 
though shared convia origins also had their influence (Ward, 1958:2). 
But this section of the population exercised a considerable influence 
on the rest of the colonial society. Bush manners and mores worked 
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upwards from the lowest strata of society and outwards fn)m the 
interior, subtly influencing the whole population, until, eventually, 
Australians not only became "actively conscious" of their bush ethos, 
but embraced it as reflective of their preferred self-image (Ward, 
1958:13). 

There may be something to the idea that this is how many 
Australians like to view 'the Australian charaaer". Stephen Knight, 
observing that in the 'realm of the national self, Australians construct as 
their own figure of fantasy someone leathery, wry, purposive in 
image — impassive and shrewd rather than cultured and brainy', 
insists that this is the 'unstereotypical truth', since there is also a 
'vigorous, responsible, and self-generating intellectual sphere' in Aus
tralian life. There is such a thing as the Australian mind (Knight, 
1990:175). Nevertheless, when Knight comes to describe this mind it 
tums out to be a mind of familiar — not to say stereotypical — 
qualities: 'a rugged independence, bred from harsh physical condi
tions and a sceptkral distrust of authority bred from even harsher 
human treatment" (Knight, 1990:188). 

Yet for some, like Jonathan King, this is all just too much. 
Australians may see themselves as hard-working, lean and lanky 
bushmen in a dassless democracy, but in reality they are lazy, arrogant, 
racist, urban money-grabbers who have surrounded themselves with 
the myth that they are outback hertxs. "Waltzing materialism" rules 
because Australiaru seem incapable of putting community interests 
ahead of personal gain (King, 1978). 

Whatever merits or inadequacies these contrasting v k ^ s may 
possess, the contrast itself points to the difficulties in trying to tie down 
any notion of a 'rutional character". And this is before considering the 
added comptkrations stemming from Australia's Aboriginal inheritance, 
large-scale immigratk>n, and the f a a that many Australians have been 
women. 

These difficulties have not gone unrecognised, and many contem
porary writers arc wary, if not downright suspicious, of talk about an 
Australian klentity. Richard White goes so far as to suggest that 
Australians have 'invented' different identities at different times, to 
serve various interests (White, 1981). And the four authors of Mistaken 
Identity Multiculturalism and the Demise of Nationalism in Australia 
rightly point up the ungles the Bicentennial Authority got into in 1988 
in asking people to celebrate 'national kJenuty' (Castles, Kalantzis, 
Cope & Morrissey, 1988:102). As one Sydney Morning Herald com
mentator put it, 'What generalisatk>n could you possibly make that 
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applies to the 15 million people who live on this continent* Or even 
most of them?" (Castles et al.. 1988:102). 

Yel there is a second way in which the word "identity" might be 
construed, to denote not national character" but something rather 
different: a national inheritance or a uadition. In this case, to ask if 
there is an Australian identity would be to ask if there is an inheriunce 
that Australians can identify with, and which, perhaps, also helps to 
identify them. 

Here. I think, we are un surer ground, provklcd it is reasonably 
dear what is meant by a national inheritance. The notion of a national 
inheritance here refers to two interrelated things: first, a hi.story; and 
second, a set of legal and politit-al institutions. To the extent that these 
things are generally accepted and shared, a political conununity exists 
A national identity' here is nothing more or less than an identity given 
by memlx-'rship of such a community. 

To say tliis is not to suggest that the question of tlie existence of 
such a community and identity is necessarily uncontroversial. The 
American Civil War was fought partly because the southern states 
declared themselves to be a sepuratc nation with a cx)mmon history 
and tradition, regarding themselves as the true upholders and inheri
tors of the political kleals of the American Revolution (Carpenter, n .d ) . 
These were claims northern nationalists would not accept, and north-
em victory denied the south a separate national klentity by destroying 
the political irutitutions of the Confederacy. Controversy may also 
surround the interpretation and evaluation of the community's institu
tions and history. Yet insofar as a common history and common 
political institutions are recognised, we can sf>eak of a political 
community and of a national kk:ntity'. 

In the case of Australia, national identity is given by an ancient 
Aboriginal inheritance, a history of European colonisation, a common-
law legal tradition, and liberal-democratic political institutions. How
ever, this political community, and .so national identity", has been 
shaped primarily by Britain, which bequeathed not only a common 
language, but also the legal and political vocabulary in which public 
affairs have been conducted. 

So I am suggesting that there is an Australian national identity' in 
this second sense of the term. Australians may be identified as those 
who are the inheritors of a political tradition and members of a p>oiitical 
community. People seeking to become Australians are. in effect (even 
if not by intention) seeking to identify with or join tlial political 
traditkin or community. 
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As I have expressed them, tliese views may sound commonplace, 
if not downright platitudinous. So it is worth indicating what is 
distinctive, and even contentious, about them. The first point is that 
"national identity" is determined fundamentally by political member
ship, and by the nature of a nation's institutions. Primacy is given to 
history and politics; biology, geography and the natural envirorunent 
are regarded as much less imporunt In this respect, my sympathies 
are with David Hume, who, in his essay Of National Characters', 
argued against Montesquieu that moral causes were much more 
important than physical ones in trying to understand the character of 
a nation. By moral causes he meant 'all circumstances which are fitted 
to work on the mind as motives or reasons, and which render a peculiar 
set of manners habitual'. These circumsunces included the nature of 
the govenmicni, the revolutkjns of public affairs, the plenty or penury 
in which the people live', and so on. Thus Hume observes; 'That the 
character of a nation will much depend on moral causes must be 
evident to the most superficial observer; since a nation is nothing but 
a collection of individuals, and the manners of individuals are fre
quently determined by these causes' (Hume, 1903:202—3)- So while 
there may be something to be said for the view that Australia has been 
shaped by its geography — by its dimaie, its larxlscape. and its 
proximity to Asia — I would argue that these things are much less 
important for the understanding of its national identity than its 'moral' 
inheriunce. 

A second point is that national identity is not — or at the very least, 
need not be — based on etlinic community. Anthony D. Smiili may be 
right to say that, historically, the first nations were . . . formed on the 
basis of pre-modem ethnic ones' (Smith, 1991:41), but ethnicity itself is 
not what makes for lutionhood and national identity. 

Finally, there can be a national identity that does not imply the 
existeiKc of a national character' in any strong sense. In Australia 
there may be too much variety to speak .sensibly of national character, 
but this docs not mean that there is no national identity Perhaps 
Hume's remarks about the English will serve us well when looking at 
Australia: "We may often remark a wonderful mixture of manners and 
characters in the same nation, speaking the same language, and subject 
to the same government: and in this particular the English are the most 
remarkable of any people that perhaps ever were in the world the 
English government Ls a mixture of monarchy, aristocracy, and democ
racy. The pc"ople in authority are a)mposed of gentry and merchants. 
All sects of religion are to be found among them; and the great liberty 
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and independency which every man enjoys, allows him to display the 
manners peculiar to him. Hence the English, of any people in the 
universe, have the least of a national character, unless this very 
singularity may pass for such' (Hume, 1903:212). 

in. MULTICULTURAUSM AND IDENTITY 
This notion of national identity Ls clearly a very weak one because it 
demands very little in the way of substantial content to make for 
national identity It requires a shared history and political institutions 
but no common ethnicity or 'charaacr'. What does this mean for the 
idea of mulliculturalism? Perhaps an answer to tliis question should 
begin by disiinguishmg two senses of the word multiculturalism'. In 
the first sense, the word refers to the idea or kJeal of cultural diversity: 
a multicultural society is one in which different cultural communities 
coexist and fiourish. In the second sense, the word refers more 
narrowly to a partkrular (Australian) government policy which involves 
actively promoting or supporting cultural diversity using a range of 
instruments from subsidy to preferential treatment. 

Multiculturalism. in the first sense of the word, is quite deariy 
consistent or compatible with the Idea of a national identity Cultural 
diversity is no obstacle to national identity if national identity is given 
essentially by a shared history and common legal and political 
institutions. The less emphasis is given to natioiul identity having a 
particular ethnic or religious content or to its expressing some kind of 
essential charaaer, the easier it is to accommodate ethnic or otiier 
forms of cultural variety, provided these other forms are willing to 
of>crate within those common legal and political institutions. Multi
culturalism, insofar as it amounLs to no more than a welcoming or 
simply an acceptance of cultural variety, poses no challenge to national 
identity At the most, it means tfiat a greater range of influences might 
shape and re-shape .social institutions in the a)urse of historical 
development. 

This is not to say that there are no issues or problems that ever 
need to Ix; addressed Questions and disputes will arise over such 
matters as the understanding of marriage contracts, the obligations of 
patents to their children, and the rights of women. The legal 
instilutk>ns of society in particular will have to develop answers, as 
they have, in the main, been doing in countries like Australia and 
Britain for some time now. But no deeper difticulties or fundamental 
conflicis need arise unless more is expeaed in the idea of national 
identity, or more is demanded in the name of multiculturalism. 
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This brings me to the second of the two senses of multiculturalLsm: 
ilu- sense in which it refers to a panicular government fxjlicy what 
came into being in Australia in the mid-1970s. The eariy conception 
of multkrulturalism. when the kica was still in its policy infancy, was 
probably based on a notion that, whatever an individual's cultural 
origins, there is no reason why he or she should not be able to live 
peacefully in a society in which different cultural traditions are 
tolerated The deflniikm of multiculturalism supplied by the now-
defunct Australian Institute of Multk:ultural Affairs (in its AnnualKeport 
1979-80) very much suggests this: 

Multiculturahsm recognises ihe ethnic, culmral and linguistic 
diversity of Australian society and actively pursues equality of 
opportunity for all Australians to panicipate in the life of the 
nation and the right to maintain ethnic and cultural heritages 
within the law and the political framework (Quoted in 
Rimmer, 1988:2) 

Bui during the 1980s multiculturalism came to mean much more than 
this. It acquired a meaning distinct from the first sense of multi-
culturali.sm I discussed eariier, in which the emphasis is on the 
acceptance as far as possible of cultural differences. The new meaning 
was perhaps best expressed by Dr Andrew Theophanous who, in 
associating the older view of multknjituralism with the thinking of 
'conservative forces in Australian society', stressed that 'A multicultural 
plan of actk>n involves a programme for the whole of society, an atuck 
on major inequalities due to cultural differences' (quoted in Rimmer, 
1988:3; see also Theophanous, 1984) This understanding of multi
culturalism does not stress that the law should uphold the rights and 
libcnKS of citizens to associate freely and to live according to their own 
customs and belkjfs insofar as this does not threaten or endanger 
others Rather, ii emphasises the need for actkm to modify or change 
social aniiudes, and to alter the distribution of economic resources, and 
indeed the distnbuUon of political influence. This oudook comes 
through cleariy in the 1988 federal government repon Towards a 
National Ageruia for a Multicultural Australia, where it is argued that 
Australian parliamentary democracy disadvantaged migrants and that 
what is required is a radical restructuring of Australian political, legal 
arKi biireaucratic institutions 

This understanding of multic-ulturalism is consklerably more de
manding than the first. It mounts a challenge to existing legal and 
political institutions, as well as to social attitudes generally. The 
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problem with this view of multiculturalism is that it does come into 
dirert conflict with even the weak idea of natk>nal klentity described 
eariier in this essay. I'hai view suggested that rutional identity was 
defined by common membership of a political community that shared 
a history and legal and political institutions The second understanding 
of multkmlturalism challenges the basis of that klentity by bringing the 
worth of these institutions into question. 

Now, to this conclusion some have simply sakl, "yes. and a very 
good thing too'. Ihis, I think, is the upshot of the critical arulysis of 
multiculturalism offered by Casdes ei al . in Mistaken Identity. Though 
they do not distinguish explicidy between different understandings of 
multiculturalism, they make clear that diey see it as in some respects a 
doctrine that looks mainly to managing ethnic conflkl, even at the risk 
of accepting ethnk: chauvinisms and sexism. 'The nco-conservativc 
projea of multiculturalism (of the Fraser-Zubrzyski-Galbally type) 
trades on such regressive elements as aspects of a divkle-and-rule 
strategy for social control in a multi-ethnk society". The 'social 
democratic variant' is not much better, they suggest, since it rests on an 
inaccurate view of power relations in Australia, fails to address the 
fundamenul (i.e.. class and gender) dimensions of inequality in 
Australia, and ignores the fact that "cultural pluralism can actually 
preserve and deepen inequality by creating separate and inferior 
educational and social systems for different groups' (Casdes et al., 
1968:14^). 

Pan of the problem with these views is that the authors have very 
little to say that is of much help in explaining what is to be done. The 
answer, they say. is not to abandon multiculturalism but to concentrate 
on combating structural inequality. In the context of this struggle 'it 
will be possible to resolve the issue of ethnic sep>aratism: all individuals 
and communkies should have the right to cultural autonomy in a 
society based on equal social, economic and political rights for 
everyone irrespective of gender, race, ethnicity or class background". 
How this will be possible is never explained. To further confuse 
matters the authors add that This implies combating racist and sexist 
attitudes and institutions, both in Australian society, and in all of its 
subcultures'. How far the reshaping of the attitudes of subcultures is 
compatible with the "right to cultural autonomy" is never raised as an 
issue. IfKlced. at times, their solutions look like littie more than a wish 
list insofar as they seek to combine 'the best elements of national 
traditkin. the most important po.stulates of multkrulturalism. and the 
needs and interests of the broad majority of the population" (Castles et 
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al., 1988:146-7). The aspects of multiculturalism they regard as worth 
maintaining are the principles of cultural self-determination and of 
co.smopolitan identity. The problem, however, is that these two 
aspects are in conflict. Those who seek to preserve their particular 
cultural ways are, in so doing, rejecting the idea of a cosmopolitan 
identity. And those attracted by cosmopolitanism are generally willing, 
or will be forced, to shed many aspects of their original cultural 
inheritance. 

The difficulties these authors face — or fail to face — stem from an 
unwillingness or an inability to deckie where they stand: they are for 
cultural autonomy and self-determination, but not if some cultural 
praaices are involved; they are against the nation-state as an 'obsolete 
relic of early industrialism' (Casdes et al.. 1988:148) that has to be 
transc-ended in the name of real community, but call for a range of 
measures that only die state can implement across all local communi
ties — from labour-market regulation to educaUon about the history of 
white racism. But these are difliculdes they have created for them
selves by embracing the more demanding conception of multi
culturalism. 

The view I would like to put in opposition to this reasserts the 
value of the first notkin of multkulturalism. This view seeks to develop 
institutions that will accommodate different cultural communities, but 
not institutions that are intended to reshape them or society in 
accordance with some specific ideal. The development of such 
natioiul institutions does not require the fostering of a national klentity 
in any strong sense; indeed it is only by not creating too stfong a sense 
of national identity diat it will be possible to tolerate a variety of ways 
of life within the political community. 

This is a view whkrh David Miller, in his recent defence of market 
socialism, rejects as 'impeccably liberal'. The trouble with this kind of 
thinking, he suggests, is that it makes no anempt to get to gripw with the 
klea of citizenship and the beliefs that supp>on it. 'Citizenship Ls not just 
a matter of knowing how to be effective politk:ally, but of identity and 
commitment . . . there carmot be a complete divorce between a 
f)erson's public identity as a citizen and his private klentity as a member 
of an ethnic group' (Miller, 1989:290-1). Miller is imdoubtedly right to 
say that a complete divorce between the public and the private realms 
is not possible. Public norms must always to some extent shape private 
condua. But the issue is not whether or not there should be a 
complete divorce; it is rather to what extent we should allow the public 
realm to shape die private. Miller's answer is: to die extent that is 
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necessary to produce good citizens who share sufficient cultural 
understanding to take part in a political dialogue Political dialogue is 
important because citizens should 'continually reshape their collective 
identity" (Miller, 1989:291) He favours an activist idea of a community 
of people determining its own future. Nationality is valued because it 
gives p>eople the common identity that makes it possible for them to 
conceive of shaping their worid together (Miller, 1989:245). 

The view I have put, which plays down the importance of national 
identity, differs from Miller's. It takes a more liberal view of political 
community, placing little emphasis on the value of collective shaping 
of national identity, and little faith in the prospect of a community of 
people determining its own future (as opposed to having it determined 
by elites in the community and uncontrollable circumstances). But it 
also plays down tlie importance of national identity because the 
stronger the emphasis on that identity, the more difficult it becomes to 
acconunodate identities. 

Now taking such a view can also lead one down another path, 
down which I do not think we should travel. It Ls a path which has 
been cut most recently in the work of Iris Marion Young, in her book 
Justice and the Politics of Difference. Her corKcms, in some respects, 
are like mine: she tries to deal with the issue of how to accommodate 
particular kJentities widiin a larger society. And she is extremely critical 
of those who place great emphasis on the ideal of community. The 
problem with communitarian views, in her estimation, is tfiat they tend 
to suppress particular identities. "The ideal of community denies the 
ontological difference within and between subjects" (Young, 
1990:231). What Ls interesting about her account Ls that it levels the 
same charge at liberal or individualist views that arc normally regarded 
as the antithesis of communitarian thinking. Her contention is that 
there is in fact a common logic underlying the alleged polarity between 
individualism and community 

Each enuils a denial of difference and a desire to bring 
multiplicity and heterogeneity into unity, though in opposing 
ways. Liberal individualism denies difference by positing the 
self as a solkl, self-sufficient unity, not defined by anything or 
anyone other than itself. Its formalisiic ethic of rights also 
denies difference by bringing all such separated individuals 
under a common measure of rights. Proponents of community, 
on the other hand, deny difference by positing fusion rather 
than separation as the social ideal. They conceive the social 
subject as a relation of unity or mutuality composed by 
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identiTicatkin and symmetry among individuals within a total
ity. Communitarianism represents an urge to see persons in 
unity with one another in a shared whole. (Young. 1990 209). 

In different ways, Young suggests, both individualist and 
communitarian ideals tend to value and to enforce homogeneity. The 
way to go, she further suggests, is towards a politks that more actively 
embraces differerice. This, she thinks, may require quite different sorts 
of democratic institutions. More important, it means that 'the public 
cannot be conceived as a unity transcending group differences, nor as 
entailing complete mutual understanding. In public life the differences 
renuin unassimilaied, but each participating group acknowledges and 
is open to listening to the others' (Young, 1990:241). 

What this amounts to in concrete terms is unclear, and Young 
herself admits that the institutional implications remain in the realm of 
speculation. But taking the view as it is, I think it should be rejected 
for several reasons. First, it seems to me that if there is to be any kind 
of dialogue between groups of the kind Young desires, there has to be 
some common ground: there have to be common public institutions 
through which basic questions can be settled. At the very least they 
would be needed to settle the question of what counts as a group and 
a group interest, since groups are mutable, not fixed. Second, her view 
.seems to me to be too optimistic about the prospects for order if 
differences are emphasised and klentity is put at the heart of politics. 
This seems to be a recipe for social conflict. And third, I think she 
mischaraaerises the liberal view when she says that it denies differ
ence. I think it would be more accurate to say that the liberal view is 
indifferent to differences. It is indifferent to whether communities 
assimilate into the wider community or merely integrate and retain 
their distinrtiveness. This view Is less hostile to particularity and 
difference than Young suggests. 

In distinguishing my view from those of Iris Young and David 
Miller I am, in a way. trying to steer a course Ijetween two alternatives: 
one that seeks to strengthen overall community and one that wants to 
grant greater recognition to sub-groups. National identity. I am 
suggesting, is not to be overvalued, in pan because it can lead to an 
exaggerated sense of collective purpose, but also because it poses a 
threat to the klentities of minority communities within the society. On 
the other hand, this need not mean denying either the possibility or the 
worth of national identity in some weaker, less demanding sense. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 
The answer to the first question raised in this fjaper, then, is that we do 
not need a strong sense of national identity. One of the reasons for this 
is that it docs not make sense to talk of national identity in any strong 
sense of the term. Even a nation that exhibits very little cultural variety 
will have difficulty presenting an identity that does not misrepresent 
the diversity of identities within the society, and that is not largely an 
invention. Another reason is that it is a mistake to tliink in terms of 
national 'purposes' (in the way that Alan Wood does in the article 
quoted in the beginning of this essay): individuals have their own 
purposes to pursue, and some they share with others — but it Ls 
unnecessary in a free society that all should share some common goal, 
unless that goal be that of preserving the rules of a free society so that 
each might pursue his or her own ends. 

These points hold even more strongly for societies marked by 
cultural pluralism. In a society like Australia's, which exhibits consid
erable ethnic, linguistic, and religious diversity, there can tx: a national 
identity only in the weak sense of an identity based on shared or 
common institutional and historical inheritance. Any stronger notion 
of identity would have to begin excluding particular individuals and 
communities. 

Equally, this notion of identity comes under no threat from 
multiculturalism understood as an ideal of p>caceful coexistence among 
culturally diverse communities One can be an Australian in this sense 
without ceasing to identify also with the Aboriginal, Irish or Italian 
communities. Difficulties arise only when too much is asked of 
national identity or of multiculturalism: when proponents of both 
ideas look to reshaping Australian institutions in accordance with some 
more definitive notion of what Australian society should look like. It 
is then that multiculturalism and the idea of a national identity come 
into conflict. 
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The Baby Trade: 
The Political Economy 

of Inter-Country Adoption 

Geoffrey Brennan 

I . INTRODUCTION 
In ceitain intellectual traditions, nanative' plays a uniquely significant 
role. Those intellectual traditions are not my own; 1 come from a 
scfiool of ttiought in which extrapolation from a sample of one is 
thought to be scientifically outrageous (and in which, for chat matter, 
the offering of one's own experience as distinctively instructive or 
compx-'lling for others is morally objectionable). All the same, there is 
a narrative associated with this essay. It concerns that part of the 
Brennan saga covering a period in the late 1970s, when my wife and 
I and two young children happened to be living in the US and when, 
after several disastrous aaempts at extending our family, we found 
ourselves at the doors of Catholic Family Services in Roanoke, Virginia. 
The story relates how Robyn Elizabeth, and eventually Philip Alexan
der, became members of the Brennan family and thereby essential 
players in our lives as we have each become in theirs. 

I don't intend here to rehearse tfut narrative (though I suspea it 
may be a good bit more interesting than the things I shall say). 1 refer 
to it mainly so as to 'declare an interest' (as the lawyers would have iO 
in this topic: the topic, that is, of inter-country and inter-racial 
adoptions. But since 1 have mentioned it, let me take the opportunity 
to make three p>oints about that experience. 

The first is an economist's point about psychology, to the effect 
that human imagination Ls limited; that desires are constrained by 
experience. In 1978 when we first arrived in Virginia, we would no 
more have thought of adopting a couf>le of mixed-race American 
children than of flying to the nrK)On. Only a very particular .sequence 
of events brought us to contemplate seriously the prospect of inter
racial adoption; and it was only as we contemplated that prospect that 
it became for us by degrees first intriguing, then exciting and ultimately 
compelling Thus supply creates its own demand ' 

That, incidentally, is Say's law; though my endogenous preference account Is 
not what Jcan-Bapiisle had In mind 
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Second, to underline the particularity, that se<|uence of events 
could never have happened in Australia. The possibility that an 
adoption agency would ring you up, out of the blue, some 18 months 
after the adoption of one child, to ask you whether you might consider 
adopting another — it's the kind of thing that makes Australians shake 
their heads in incredulity (as anyone who has had any experience of 
adoption in Australia will testify). But just how the position within 
Australia has changed over the last two decades, and just how 
restrictive the prospects for adoptk>n are — whether domestic or 
international — are, I think, not well-known. And yet the relevant facts 
are astounding: in an area where most changes are glacial, these facts 
are spectacular Part of my objea m what follows will be to spell out 
those facts. 

Third, a point about the psychology of ethics. OccasksnaJly. well-
meaning people, sometimes even close friends, would say to us things 
like: '1 think what you're doing for those kids is wonderful'. To be sure, 
such remarks were more common among our American than our 
Australian acquainunces, and we were never quite sure whether they 
represented simple American gush or revealed on the part of the 
speakers a sense of the momentousness of taking part-Negro kids 
under one's roof. (This was the South, remember.) We never cared to 
find out what exacdy was meant. It may have been no more than 
Australians are inclined to say in 21st-birthday speeches or toasts to the 
bride's parents at country weddings — that what the parents have 
done for their children is pretty terrific. But if ihc implication is that 
what one docs for adopted children is somehow distinctively and self-
coTisciously virtuous, I think that's just plain false I know a not 
insignificant number of ad(»ptive parents — .some of the adoptions 
inter-racial ones — and in almost no case that I can recall was there any 
sense on the adoptive parents' pan of doing what they were doing as 
an act of benevolene-e, any more than such a sense prevails with 
natural children. In fact, although the consequences of the inter-racial 
adopoons that occur arc benign, the adoptions demand nothing more 
in the way of (personal virtue than the entirely natural affection of 
parents for their children. That affection is almost invariably supplied 
as sponuneously and automatically with adopted children as with 
natural, and in no less abundance. 

So for so good. But, you might .say, all this hints at some interesting 
demographic facts, and at some ideas about feasible morality, but it has 
relatively little to do with multiculturalism as such. True enough — 
and much of what I say will deal with demography and ethical 
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compliance. But at the level of practical politics, the question of inter-
country adoption involves a distinctive Wend of policy enunglements: 
specifically, those relating to immigrabon and social welfare. Because 
of this association, inter-country adoptions come to be addressed willy-
nilly in terms of the rhetoric of multicultural ism. And we need to 
understand something of that rhetoric and the lines of debate that it 
stands for to explain why Australian polky on inter-country adoptk)ns 
is as it is and why it is set so firmly against doing what, on the face of 
it, is so good a thing. 

n. T H E DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND 
Let me return, though, to the beginning and to the demographic 
background Adoption figures are not the most reliable statistics 
released by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (the Bureau actually 
ceased to publish them in the late 1980s for reasons of suspeaed 
unreliability), but the general picture they present is crysol dear. In 
1972, adoptions by non-relatives (what we might think of as adoptions 
for which the primary motive on the adoptive parent side is infertility) 
were around 7800. By 1985, the toul number of such adoptions had 
fallen to about 1150 (a numlier that includes about 400 inter-country 
adoptions, of which there was a negligible number in 1972). In other 
words, the supply' of Australian-bom children available for adoption 
had fallen by a factor of ten: 90 per cent of the families who qualified 
to adopt on the open-market in 1972 could not have adopted an 
Australian-bom child a mere dozen or so years later. There seems no 
reason to suspect that the demand for adoptive children would have 
declined to that degree in that brief space: conceivably, fertility drugs, 
in-vitro fertilisation, and the like may have reduced the demand 
somewhat, but the major causal faaors seem to be the increased 
availability of abortion, increased availability and use of contraception 
among the young, and changes in social attitudes towards, and welfare 
.support of unmarried mothers. We should, furthermore, bear in mind 
that there are no grounds for believing that 1972 was a year in which 
there was no excess demand for adoptive children Wc simply have no 
independent information about demand, beyond tlie general folk lore 
that it has always been difficult to adopt in Australia. The facts clearly 
imply, however, that there has over the last decade been very consider
able "excess demand' for potentially adoptive children in Australia 

Of course, not all Australian couples who would seek to adopt a 
white Caucasian child if one were available would be interested in 
inter-country adoption. Equally, however, not all those who would be 
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interested in inter<ountr>' adopdon — and specifically orphaned 
infants in mstitutions in Third-World countries — would be interested 
in domestic adoption Certain matters are brought into play in the 
inter-country adoptk)n case that do not apply otherwise. Still, when 
one seeks to adopt, a child is a child irrespective of that child's country 
of origin. To put the point in economist's jargon, Australian-bom and 
foreign-bom children seem likely to be close substitutes for a wide 
range of prospective adoptive parents. 

Australian experience with inter-country adoption in any system
atic way began with the Vietnam airlift in 1975. By 1982-83, there were 
325 inter-country adoptions within Australia; by 1986-87, the number 
had risen to 575. At that point, Korea was supplying more than half the 
children, but Korea has since closed its books and as far as I know they 
remain dosed. TTie current picture within Australia is one of extreme 
and increasing scarcity of foreign-bom adoptive children, and scarcity 
of adoptive children more generally 

ni . BARRIERS TO TRADE 
Now the obvious question is: why is the nurriber of inter-country 
adoptions so small? On the face of things, there is no lack of supply. 
We hear for example of 30 million children on the loose in Brazil alone; 
India, China, Indonesia and parts of Indo-China are all reputed to have 
problems in dealing with unwanted children; Africa is in a similar 
situation. It seems self-evident that there are enormous potential gains 
for all parties here Why are those gains not appropriated? 

As you know, economists are great proponents of the gains 
from trade (broadly construed). The notion of gains from trade is 
in fact a central organising principle in economists" explanations of 
social phenomena, and certainly the predominant driving force in 
the economist's normative scheme. Arguments in the latter connec
tion focus on the expected benefits that both parties derive from 
volunury exchange; and arguments in the former connection focus 
on the rationality of potential traders in searching out such mutual 
gains So there are two puzzles here: why are the relevant gains not 
appropriated^ and why should they not be? 

Now we should concede at the outset that the presence of 
unwanted children in Braitil (or wherever) is not sufficient grounds for 
concluding that real gains from track- exist. It costs resources to shift 

1 To put the question In a more Chicago-esque style, why is the work! not 
cfficienL' 
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of ideology in the social-welfare bureaucracy, and possibly more 
widely, that sees foreign adoptions as something to be discouraged and 
if p>ossible prevented. 

The report of a Western Australian inquiry into adoptions (WA, 
1990), for example, exemplifies exacdy this negative view. That 
inquiry's recommendations would, if implemented, effectively bring to 
an end inter<ountry adoptions in that State. Recommendation 102 
sutes that: 'every child placed for adoption shall be placed with 
adoptive parents of the same broad ethnic and cultural background as 
the child thus er«uring the child's cultural and ethnk: identity is not lost 
as a consequence of the adoption', and Recommendation 105 reiterates 
that principle specifically with reference to 'children living in overseas 
countries to be adopted in Australia'. 

IV. THE DEFENCE O F T H E BARRIERS 
The arguments that lie behind these recommendations are varied. 
Some involve an appeal to an association between inler-country 
adoptions and alleged commercial baby-farming in some foreign 
countries, or between inter-racial adoption and the enforced separa
tion of abx>riglnal children from their parents (a much vaunted, 
outrageous practice occurring sporadically through recent Australian 
history). Such appeals have, of course, consklerable rhetorical effect, 
but It Is difficult to see how any such association can be susulned: the 
appeals are not so much arguments as pieces of demagoguery. 

There are, however, several assertk)ns that might be construed as 
genuine arguments, and these Include at least four claims: 
• there are practical difficulties: for example, special problems of 

bonding, or the failure of adoptive parents to confiront adequately 
possible experience by the child of racist attitudes from others; 

• foreign adoptions are usually third choice (after natural children 
and Australia bom children); 

• foreign adoptions arc often motivated by a rescue mentality; 
• foreign adoption Is an assault on the child's true kientity. 
These claims are often subsumed under a single claim, to the effect 
that. Ideally, children should be brought up In the culture Into which 
they are bom. This claim Is often made as the point of departure for 
relevant argument, I suppose because on Its face It seems Incontrovert
ible. But 1 regard It as having Implications that are by no means self-
evident, and I think It bener here to confront the more specific 
propositions. We shall deal with them seriatim. 

166 



I N T E R - C O U I ^ Y A D O P T I O N 

The 'Practical Difficulties' Argument 
The 'practical difficulties' that are often alluded to direct attention to 
matters that are, often enough, artifacts of the regulatory system itself: 
for example, long delays in organising adopdons that lead to inter-
country adoptions occurring at an older age than would be ideal and 
hence to adjustment problems that might otherwise have been 
avoided. Some studies refer to an excessively 'intellectual' approach 
on the part of adoptive parents in their endeavours to maintain the 
racial self-awareness of adoptive children, or of the tendency of 
parents to play down the child's distmctive racial identity. (See, for 
example, the studies referred to in Chapter 7 of the Western Australian 
report). One would not of course expect that trans-racially adop>tive 
children would be necessarily exempt from experience of racism, or 
that they might not feel alienated from the culture of most members of 
their race. However, there is litde evidence that transracially adopted 
children suffer from lack of self-esteem: indeed, as the Western 
Australian Report concedes (p. 182) 'when groups of transracially and 
same-race adopted children are compared, both groups tend to have 
a level of self-esteem as high as that found in the general population'. 
In faa, the WA Report offers no evidence of systematic divergences 
t>etween transracially adopted and other adopted or non-adopted 
mixed race children: it rather takes the line diat something might go 
wrong, and that therefore such children were 'at greater risk" and hence 
that 'the risk to the child be minimised by ensuring that the child's 
cultural and ethnic identity is not lost". The Committee thus seems, by 
sleight of hand, to move from the position that some attention be given 
to matching the child with racially similar parents in Australia where 
possible to the conclusion that inter-country adoption ought to be 
stopped tout court. In any event, the cited studies do not seem to focus 
on the relevant control group in their conceptual experiments. Even 
if we could show that trans-racial adoptions were 'at greater risk' (of 
what') than other children in the host country on average, the relevant 
comparison would still have to be the fate of those transracial adoptees 
absent adoption. On this fate, we can only conjecture but the 
conjecturings cannot reasonably avoid including the more tragic 
alternatives. 

The 'Third-Best Choice' Argument 
For an economist, it is a litde difficult to know what to make of this 
charge. Since adoptions are, under current regulations, effectively 
restriaed to childless couples, there is no behaviourist check on die 
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claim; but it seems unlikely to be true universally. It is certainly the 
case that, since most couples have natural children, natural birth is their 
'first choice"; but it is first choice only in the sense that it Ls the course 
that they most naturally think of — that they would think of 'first*, as 
it were But this is not to say that if inter-country adoption were a 
salient option — one that people confronted as a matter of course and 
that was sufficiently common to be wklely recx>gnised as feasible — 
many f)eople would not find it an exciting and attractive possibility. All 
kinds of motives might he in play here: a desire to determine the sex 
of one's child; a fear of the pains of childbirth; a coiKem over world 
population growth; a desire to improve the lot of some otherwise 
unwanted child; a sense of adventure, not unlike a love of travel; a 
desire to enrkh the experience and ex(>and the horizons of one's other 
children. Once the prospect of foreign adoption becomes real, it may 
not remain a "third choke' in any sense at all. But neither does the 
ranking of options seem at all critical. Ultimately, all that is at issue is 
the question of whether interracially adoptive parents are less loving 
and caring than biological parents or than racially homogeneous 
adoptive parents — or indeed, are less loving and caring than those (if 
any) who would tend the child in die original birth environment. And 
there is no evidence to that effect at all. 

The 'Rescue Mentality' Argument 
This argument reminds me of one sometimes advanced by theologian 
friends of mine: diat one ought to live a life of total self-indulgence 
because anything else is a temputkjn to the (much worse) sin of self-
righteousness. The theologians see this as a joke: the social-welfare 
putsch seem to be uneriy serious. Of course, one can concede readily 
enough that certain kinds of 'charity' can be deeply pau-onising. For 
example, the Worid Vision manoeuvre of connecting up one's giving 
to a particular child who dutifully writes obsequiously grateful letters 
has always struck me as vaguely pathetk and disturbing; the children 
are made to act in the manner of pxrrforming bears. However. 1 take 
it that there is a constituency for whom that Worid Vision mechanism 
is successful in the sense that it induces some people to give more than 
thc7 otiierwise would; given that this is so, it is not obvious that one's 
anxieties are not merely a form of self-indulgence. After all. inhibition 
of that procedure would simple serve to hurt those who need help 
most I would not on balance want to ban Worid Vision, however 
offensive its style is to my aesthetic sensibilities. More to the point, 
perhaps, one would not want to ban the Fire Brigade or the Rescue 
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Squad becau.sc some (or all) of the firemen are motivated by a 'rescue 
menullty'. At Its most extreme, an antipathy to motives of 'doing good' 
Is vklous, and borne out of deep-seated cynicism and moral despair. 
Of course, one would want to Inhibit casual and unrefiective adop
tions: and we have regulations In place to secure this end. But there 
is nothing at all flippant about wanting to share your life with another 
person, nothing at all patronising about being deeply moved by the 
spectacle of suffering children, and nothing unnatural about wanting to 
do something about IL In any event. It Is not dear that the adopdve 
parents' motives at the point of adoption are germane. Whichever of 
the many possibilities motivate the adoption In tlie first place, after a 
time the basic repertoire of one's feelings are called Into play: If one Is 
a loving and caring parent, one will love and care for one's children 
whatever one's motives in having them. The simple and obvious point 
to be made here Is that most natural children over most of human 
history have emerged as a largely Incidental consequence of 
motivations quite other than that of having a child The children in 
question have been no less the objea of care. If it were otherwise, the 
race would never have survived. 

Which brings me to a more general point. The daim Is often made 
that would-be adoptive parents would do better to give money to the 
aid agencies than to adopt; and that governments would do better to 
Increase Inter-govemmental aid then to pay for the machinery required 
to ensure smooth and proper adoptions procedures. This claim 
reminds me of a story about Milton Friedman. Apparendy Friedman 
liked to trouble those students who were in the Peace Corps and 
Volunteers Aid Abroad. He used to point out to them that they would 
do more good by uklng the highest paid job they could find In the US 
and sending half their Income to the Third World than by going to the 
Third World themselves. The economks of Friedman's claim are 
undoubtedly right; but the psychology Is Implausible. People who 
don't go to the Third Worid do not make comparable sacrifices. 
Equally, p>eople who do not adopt foreign children do not make the 
kind of transfers to international charitable agencies that they would 
make to a child of their own: any more than childless couples make 
contributk>ns to children at large of the same magnitude as parents 
make to their own children (a f>olnt Malthus made to Godwin.) 

Some colleagues of mine In the Economics Department of the 
Research School of Social Sciences once calculated the average cost of 
a diild', mainly measured In terms of the Income forgone (on average) 
by looking after the child at home. The amount came to somewhere 
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between $200 000 and $300 (XK), as I recall. The calculation was 
somewhat playful, but there is a point: parents on average make what 
are on any reckoning very substantial aggregate transfers to their 
children entirely as a matter of course and without the mediation of any 
conscious altruistic deliberations: tliis is what parents qua parents do 
and we for the most pan uke it entirely for granted. 

Now, economists irom Adam Smith on have had a particular 
interest in arrangements that 'economise on virtue'. Here, I uke it as 
self-evident tfiat in the overwhelmingly predominant number of cases 
the international adoption of children has benevolent consequences: 
the child is lodged in an environment of affection and care and security 
that is literally worids away from what that child would otherwise 
know. Yet there is no partknjiar strain on the virtue of those who bring 
those benevolent consequences about. The ackjptive parents offer 
their love and their means and, indeed, everything they have to offer 
with enthusiasm, eagerness and dedication. We do not require 
sainthcxxl here; or if we do, it is a variety of sainthood that is amazingly 
common. However, the ready availability of parental affectk>n should 
not lead us to take it for granted. The object of f)olicy, it seems to me, 
ought to be to mobilise these natural instincts as extensively as 
possible, not to inhibit their operation. 

Think for a moment of international adoption simply as an 
immigration program. Suppose 1 told you of a form of immigration 
under which the sponsor would take full responsibility for the 
immigrant; would ensure that immigrant's full acculturation into 
Australian life; would maintain that immigrant fully for up to 18 years 
(including provkling for the immigrant's education in some measure); 
and provide the prospect of support and a guarantee of continued 
concern thereafter. And all tins without any assault of the immigrant's 
rights — with the inckiental expectation of a contributkin of upwards 
of $2(X) 000 to the immigrant's establishment costs. Seems like a pretty 
fair offer to me. 

The 'Assault on the Child's Identity' Argument 
I have argued that none of the eariier considerations amounts to much 
of a case against inter-country adoptions. The questions about identity 
are more difficult to dispose of. There is an apparently widespread 
intuition that children ought ideally to be brought up 'in the culture into 
which they are bom'. And this intuition Ls apparently shared by 
adoptive-parent associations who seem to acknowledge an obligation 
to make adoptive children as aware as possible of their 'indigenous' 
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cultures. I find this view quite puzzling. At least for infant children the 
view strikes me indeed as extraordiiiary, because it seems to imply that 
culture and ethnicity are genedc rather than environmental attributes: 
that identity, to put it baldly, is a matter of race. Perhaps there is a fear 
that in later life, the child himself and/or others will see him as 
alienated from the ethnic and cultural allegiances of those who look 
like himself and that this will lead to some kind of identity crisis: a 
catastrophic war of alien impulses. But on this front, the evidence is 
entirely lackmg: foreign adoptees, as far as the evidence extends, 
appear to have no less self-esteem than others of the same age in the 
population at large. 

The truth of the matter is, 1 lielieve, that many of diose who make 
the connection between the child's 'identity' and the culture of the 
child's birthplace ck> not act to defend so much the rights or interests 
of the child as the culture of the child's natural parents and/or extended 
community. Indeed, the child is made to serve that culture, essentially 
involuntarily, and is seen to be properiy claimed by it. That this is a 
consideration for the country of birth is hardly to be wondered at: 
politics will necessarily play a role in policies of child release, and 
defence of the relevant domestic culture will predictably play some 
role in that politics. And equally in agreements among sovereign states 
(such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) the political 
implications within those sovereign states (including in particular the 
imperative to defend indigenous culture) will predictably play a 
privileged role. But what seems to me to be a major puzzle is why the 
prevailing ideology in domestic social welfare circles also insists on a 
connection between race and culture/ethnicity and does so under the 
guise of protecting the integrity of the child's identity. 

V. CULTURE, IDENTITY AND MULTICULTURAUSM 

I have no solution to this puzzle. But I do nurture certain suspicions. 
And it is in connection with those suspicions that, at long last, the 
question of multiculoiralLsm makes an appearance on my stage. 

As I have indicated, the claim that I find undcriying the social-
welfare position on inter-country adoptions and that I find most 
objectk)nable in its effects is the claim tfuit 'cultures' uke ethical 
primacy over 'persons'. That claim is one that goes with a certain 
strand of multiculturalist thinking that involves what I term 'normative 
coliectivi.sm'. This normative collectivism' treats societies or cultures 
as ethical primes. Multiculturalism is taken as good because it is seen 
to be good for societies; the maintenance and juxtaposition of the 
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relevant cultures becomes a means to that social good. On this view, 
persons derive value from being culture-bearers rather than in their 
own right Their ethical significance derives from being members of a 
multicultural society, a society, that is, that is somehow better for being 
multicultural and needs representatives of the various cultures to 
secure that beaemess. 

In contrast, 1 am a normative individualist. By this 1 mean that all 
•good" has to be good for someone, and that cultures and societies only 
make claims on our moral attention because and to the extent that they 
are valued by actual persons. This position should not be characterised 
as a radical atomism, still less as ahistorical. In particular. 1 do not want 
to minimise the extent to which culture contributes to a sense of 
identity, or the very genuine grief that people experience when they 
sec their culture disappearing. Nor do I want to deny that Australians 
may feel a loyalty to some mystic entity "Aiistralia" for no better reason 
than that they and Australia happen to be 'here', 'now*. But I do want 
to deny that anyone's identity can properly be exhausted by his 
belonging to a culture or a nation; indeed, that the claims of any group 
on a person's identity can ever be total and/or ultimate. 

I confess that I have no well-worked theory of identity and no 
satisfying account to offer as to the role that culture specifically plays 
in that identity. But, surely, identity must include in some measure: a 
person's own experience; the person's interpretation of that experi
ence; and the particular other persons' experiences and interpretations 
that she chooses to 'make her own' as we might say, or in .some other 
way "identify with' On that reading, identity is continually emerging, 
as the person's experience expands and as she discovers new links 
with partkular groups of others and discards yet other links as being 
of less signifkance. "Cultures" may be various of these relevant 
'particular groups', and in this sense cultures may become a significant 
part of the vocabulary of klentity. Or those cultures may influence the 
way different persons construa their identity — more grammar than 
vocabulary. In particular, different cultures may Involve different 
conceptions of the authority of the person herself in determining 
identity: whether she chooses her identity or has it thrust upon her. 
But, whatever the account, identity is always in some measure open-
ended, and in the case of the child radically so. 

To slightly misquote Thomas Traheme: 
An irifant's soul is like an empty book in which anything may 
be written. It Is capable of all things, yet conuineth nothing. 
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Or at least so it seems to me. And as Traheme goes on: 
I have a mind to fill this with profitable wonders, and with 
those things that will show my love — things strange, yet 
common; most high, yet plain; infinitely profitable, yet not 
unseen. Truths you love, but know not. 

So might the prosp>ective parent well desire. None of this is anti-
multioilturalism. Quite the contrary. But it does carry a couple of 
implications for how multiculturalism is construed. First, arguments for 
or against multiculturalism ought to be cast in terms of the good of 
persons. And second, against any possibly hegemonic claims of 
particular cultures, we ought to be particularly attentive to the needs 
and daims of multicultural persons. The ideal multiculniral society is 
not, as 1 see it, one partitioned into mutually exclusive sets of persons, 
each set representing a different culture, but rather one composed of 
overlapping sets in which significant numbers of persons are them
selves bicultural or tricultural. In that kind of 'melting pot', the divorce 
of racial from cultural characteristics is exactly the kind of thing we 
should expect and we should resist systematically policy moves that 
seek to 'match up' race and culture. Or for that matter, any analogous 
moves to suppress pluralism of persons in the interests of the pluralism 
of larger groups or entire societies. 

I have only one small thing to add by way of confession. It is that 
I have a taste for ambiguity, not less in moral than in other areas. I find 
that I can almost always put myself in the other guy's shoes, and make 
a half-persuasive case for hus point of view. And I often find in myself 
a disposition to do just this. Peihap>s this is a virtue of a kind. But it 
can sap one's moral vigour. Too much imagination can leave one, with 
Hamlet, 'sicklied o'er with the pallkl hue of thought'. Here, at least, in 
the 'baby trade' there is something that strikes me as unambiguously 
good, at least within the framework of the standard protections. For 
would-be parents, for the children themselves, and even for the rest of 
us, it is nothing short of tragic that the good on offer is systematically, 
and determinedly confounded. Forget protectionism. Here is a case 
where barriers to exchange are truly, truly vicious. 
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L INTRODUCTION 
To many philosophers, the circumscription of moral obligations by 
geographical boundaries is disturbing: the nouon of special duties 
that may underpin treating compatriots differently from strangers 
coexists uneasily with universalist ideas thai emphasise the irrel
evance of distinctions based on national identity (Miller, 1988). 
Indeed, recent decades have wimessed an upsurge of discussion of 
'human rights' claims, made by individuals not on the basis of their 
membership of a specific nation or residence in a furticular nation 
state, but rather on account simply of their humanity. And for many 
people, this has provided a patch of light in what otherwise has been 
a rather dark century. 

Although the frontiers that delineate nation states from one 
another are often no more than historical relics, reflecting the wrath 
of empires long past rather than any principles of demarcation 
defensible on rational grounds, they have all too frequently been 
used to deny to individuals the right of exit from a sociopolitical order 
that to those individuals is altogether op>pressive (Dowty, 1987). If 
the state — in the sense of 'a complex set of institutional arrange
ments for rule' that "reserves to itself the business of rule over a 
territorially bounded society' (Poggi, 1978:1)— were invariably 
benevolent or minimalist, the presence of these boundaries might not 
be so troubling. But we all know it is not. I'he scale of genocide and 
p>oliticide since the end of World War II has been simply appalling 
(Harff & Gurr, 1988), and there is no reason to suspea that the 
conditions that spawn state-organised terror will not recur (Bushnell 
et al., 1991). This, in turn, creates a problem for public policy in 
liberal democracies. No matter how tightly a repressive state may 
police its borders, a certain number of imaginative people will always 
evade the constraints and manage to escape. Such people we tend 
to label 'refugees'. 

The term 'refugee' has both a specific legal meaning and a more 
general meaning in popular usage. The 1951 UN Convention 
Relating To The Sutus Of Refugees defines a refugee as a person who 
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"owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is 
urublc or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 
protection of that country". Popular usage, however, supplies a 
broader meaning. In contrast to the UN definition, it includes victims 
of natural disaster and famine, as well as those who are forced by 
political circumstances to quit their homes but are unable to cross an 
international frontier. The discrepancy between these two usages 
has prompted a number of observers to take the view that the legal 
definition, while providing the basis for an international regime of 
protection, should not exhaust the obligations of liberal democratic 
governments towards displaced persons. Andrew Shacknove, for 
example, arguing that an "overly narrow conception of "refugee" will 
contribute to the denial of international protection to coundess 
people in dire circumstances whose claim to assistance is impecca
ble', has offered a more expansive definition of a refugee: a person 
deprived of basic rights, with no recourse to his home government, 
and with access to international assistance (Shacknove, 1985:276, 
282). It is this conception that I find the more intuitively appealing, 
although except where otherwise noted I use the term "refugee" in the 
narrower Convention sense. 

Distinguishing refugees from other border crossers Ls not always a 
straightforward task. Liberal-democratic governments can be con
fronted with "anticipatory' refugee movements, where the refugee 
'leaves his home country before the deterioration of the military or 
political situation prevents his orderly depanure' (Kunz, 1973:131). 
The temptation to view such individuals merely as migrants can be 
overwhelming, and can lead to embarrassing lapses of judgment, such 
as the heartless ueatment that a number of governments meted out to 
Jewish refugees from Germany in the mid-to-late 1930s (Angell & 
Buxton, 1939). At an international conference held in Swii^eriand in 
July 1938, the Australian delegate, T.W. \X'hite, responded to the plight 
of the Jews by remarking that it would 'no doubt be appreciated . . . 
that as we have no racial problem we arc not desirous of importing 
one' (Gilbert, 1986:64). This chilling remark brings to the .surface an 
oft-f>erceived tension between on the one hand generosity towards 
refugees, and on the other the preservation of harmony between 
cultures, and it is on this alleged tension that I focus in the remainder 
of this essay. 
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n. THE CIAIMS OF HUMANirAKIAN IMMIGRATION 
The coming years do not look promising for humanitarian migration. 
Refugee and Special Humanitarian Program places were reduced on a 
one-for-one basis by the Australian government's introduction of a 
•Sp>ecial Assistance Category" of 4 0 0 0 places for 1 9 9 1 / 9 2 , a move that 
singled out particular groups as tieneficiaries in an entirely arbitrary, 
and f)ossibly eleaorally-motivated, fashion. And in May 1992 , the 
Department for Immigration, Local Government and Ethnic Affairs 
( D Q X J E A ) announced a cut of 2 0 0 0 places in the refugee and humani
tarian component of the migration program for 1 9 9 2 / 9 3 - In this harsh 
climate, it is more important than ever to emphasise that the case for 
humanitarian migration is morally persuasive. I therefore propose to 
put forward four propositions. 

Moral Obligations to Refugees 
First, while Australia is under a legal obligatkm under the UN 
Convention to accord asylum to those who substantiate a claim to 
refugee status after arriving in Australia, we should also be prepared to 
resettle refiigces in Australia, and on a larger scale than at present. 
Second, Australian government procedures for refugee selection, 
though proclaimed to be "non-discriminatory", have the efTea of 
systematically disadvantaging certain applicants in a way that is 
indefensible: and need should generally be the criterion used to select 
those refugees who will be offered the chance of resettlement. Third, 
'special duties' have very limited relevance to the selection of refugees; 
and the 'cultural' background from which an asylum seeker comes can 
never on its own provide justification for denying to that person the 
benefits of resettlement. Fourth, it is important that bureaucratic 
decisions, both in the choice of applicants for resettlement and in the 
detcnninatk>n of claims to refugee status within Australia, be exposed 
to the accountability provided by judicial review. 

My own preference. 1 should remark at the outset, would be very 
much for a world of o|x:n borders. This applied until comparatively 
recently in human history. Up to the time of World War I , it was 
possible to travel the world without even a passpon (Passmore, 
1 9 7 2 : 2 6 7 ) . But the combination of affluence and technology put an 
end to open borders, and whereas one may still look with optimism to 
the breakdown of borders that serve only to keep inskiers in, borders 
that keep outsiders out are here to stay. This mean.s that our discussion 
from this point becomes one of public policy, since it is up to the state 
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to establish exceptions to the general rule that closes borders to all but 
citizens, permanent residents, and authorised temporary entrants 
Immigration policy typically is concerned with the number of migrants 
to be granted residence within an identified period, with the compo
sition of the migrant intake over that period, and with the criteria and 
procedures for migrant selection. 

The UN Convention imposes an obligation upon Australia not to 
return refugees to the country from which they have fled — the so-
called obligation of non-refoulement. The Australian government has 
been accused of approaching this obligation in a grotesquely legalistic 
fashion, notoriously through a legislative provision deeming that those 
who are denied an entry jsermii at points of entry have never arrived 
in Australia (Crawford & Hyndman, 1989). From my point of view, 
however, it suffices to note that those who apply for refugee status 
within Australia are to be assessed by what one might call refugee' 
criteria, and need not meet broader criteria for migrant selection of the 
type that may apply to those who make an application for refugee 
settlement at some Australian government office abroad. 

For many, even this exceeds the limit of Australia's responsibilities 
towards refugees. Lincoln Day, for example, has argued that as far as 
physical accommodation of refugees is concerned, Australia cannot 
reasonably be expected to do more than allow itself 'to be used as a 
"port of first resort" on a temporary basis and in concert with as many 
other nations as possible . . . with no promise, implied or otherwise, 
that those admiued would be allowed to remain permanendy', and that 
selection of refugees for permanent residence 'should be in terms of 
the kind of criteria applied to non-refugee migrants' (Day, 1988:134). 
However, this approach, while having a certain populist appeal, is 
totally at odds with the thrust of the UN Convention, and if imitated by 
other developed countries would set refugees adrift with no hope of 
resuming stable and meaningful lives. Most regrettably, the Australian 
goverrunent has recendy moved to a fxjiicy of granting only four-year 
temporary entry permits to successful applicants of this kind (DILGEA, 
1991), but at least it has not (yet) reached the point of applying the 
"survival of the fittest' rule which Day appears to endorse. 

Refugees and the Immigration Program 
The position of refugees within the broader migration program is not 
shaped by obligations under intematk>nal law, but by much more 
overtly political factors. Admissions under the Refugee Program and 
the Special Humanitarian Program (SHP) must compete with both 
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skilled and family migration — and for reasons that hardly need to be 
elaborated at great length, interest-group activity in support of these 
last two programs tends to be much more extensive than that in favour 
of refugee resettlement, where the Refugee Council of Australia is 
almost alone in seeking to highlight the importance of generosity 
towards refugees. During the 1980s, the pattern of migration reflected 
this clearly. From 1982/83 to 1989/90, Refugee and SHP admissions 
totalled only 103 525, or 12.08 per cent of total settler arrivals of 856 824 
during the period. However, even this percentage is somewhat 
skewed by larger figures from the eariier pan of the decade: from 
1986/87 to 1989/90, the annual percentages were 9 8 per cent, 7.7 jjer 
cent, 7.5 per cent, and 9 9 per cent respectively (Bureau of Immigration 
Research, 1991:17). This drop-off is not due to a shortage of refugees 
for resettlement: the Office of the United Nations High Qjmmissioner 
for Refugees estiinates that the worldwide total of refugees and 
displaced persons is in the order of 17 millk>n. One therefore needs to 
ask whether the weight given to refugee resetdement is appropriate. 

If one's natural sympathy is for open borders, this immediately 
leads to rather odious comparisons. Nonetheless, it is difficult to 
challenge the argument that from a moral point of view at least, 
humanitarian claims should be given priority. This leaves us, however, 
with the difficulty of deciding what distinguishes a claim for resettle
ment on humanitarian grounds from some other claim. It is wrong to 
say that die expression 'humanitarian claim' is synonymous widi 'claim 
based on refugee sutus': as I noted eariier, there are many compelling 
reasons for flight from a country that do not make one a 'refugee' under 
the UN Convention. So-called 'economic refugees' provide dassic 
iilustratk>ns of this point. In many cases, of course, economic 
deprivation is simply a symptom of political persecution — as occurs 
when Marxist-Leninist regimes abolish private property rights, seek to 
provide goods and services centrally through bureaucratic hierarchies, 
and sit back to watch living .standards plummet (see Eberstadt, 1988; 
Manhews, 1989). Unfortunately, it is often difficult to persuade 
Western governments of diis point. But as well as 'economic refugees', 
there are many other potential migrants with important humanitarian 
daims. Close rdatlves whose medical needs cannot be met in their 
home countries provide one example. Another is where family 
members have been separated by circumstances that prevent reunion 
by any means other than migration to Australia — a circumstance that 
frequently arises when refijgees attempt to have other family members 
join them in this country. 
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A somewhat different way to approach this maner is to identify 
those categories of migrant admitted under current programs whose 
claims have liide or no humanitarian dimension, 'iTiis is not of course 
to sugge.st that there is anything wrong with their desire to live where 
they choose, but simply that in moral terms, their claims should carry 
less weight than those of some others when difficult decisions have to 
be made There are sound reasons for believing that a gotxi deal of 
family and skilled migration falls into this category. The Skilled 
Migration Program docs not even purport to have a humanitarian 
dimensk)n. Indeed, as a Refugee Week speaker remarked at the 
Natk>nal Press Club in 1988, before one grants an entry permit to a 
millk>naire, it pays to find out how he made his millions. 

'ITie humaniurian claims of family migration need also to be 
viewed with caution. The confusion that can surround this discussion 
is well illustrated in the following assertion advanced by a representa
tive of the Federation of Ethnic Communities Councils of Au.siralia in 
a contribution to the National Immigration Oudook conference in 
1990: 'Not being able to provide and care for a member of one's 
immediate family who happens to be living outside Australia must be 
recognised as a denial of a fundamental human right' (Einspinner, 
1990). It would be easy to remark 'nonsense upon stilts' and leave it 
at that But apart from its deployment of rights-talk in such a loose 
fashion, this proposition rests on a suppressed premise that many 
would wish to challenge, namely, that a migrant can provide and care 
for a member of his or her immediate family only if that famtiy 
member is permitted to migrate to Australia. As a general proposi
tion, this is plainly incorrect. For a claim to be treated as humanitar
ian, it seems plausible to require that there be no other reasonable 
means by which the end to which it is directed could be achieved. 
This is hardly the case in much of the Family Reunion Program, where 
often the fragmenution of the family is the result of the conscious and 
deliberate decision of one member to leave the family, and come to 
Australia, and where that family member can either support other 
family members through remittances, or safely return to his or her 
homeland in order to rejoin the family. Of course, some family 
migration has a humaniurian and compassionate character, but this 
is by no means true in all cases. On the contrary, Birrell has argued 
that for "most Third Worid communities it is a carefully planned 
migration strategy often involving prolonged family separation' 
(Birrell, 1990:53). 
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Resettlement vs Voluntary Repatriation 
Supporters of non-humanitarian migrant entry might make a number of 
responses to this argument, but I wish particularly to discuss only one 
at this point. The best solution to refugee problems, so the argument 
runs, is not resetdement but voluntary repatriation. Developed 
countries such as Australia should recognise this, and therefore 
channel resources into supporting refugees in countries of first asy
lum — something that may be easier if there is a substantial business 
migration program to support a high rate of cconcxnic growth. 

No one who has witnessed the misery of a refugee camp will deny 
the importance of support for refugees in countries of first asylum. This 
is a vital part of any aid program worth its name, not least because 
millions of refugees would no more desire resettlement in Australia 
than a trip to Mars. It is an error, however, to suppose that because 
voluntary repatriation is an appropriate solution for the problems of 
some refugees, it is an appropriate solution for the problems of all. For 
example, for over a decade in Afghanistan, members of the narionalist 
political party Afghan Millat were targeted for persecution by the 
communist regime (Saikal & Maley, 1991:35). Yet the demise in April 
1992 of communist rule, though likely to trigger a substantial voluntary 
repatriation, does not necessarily solve the problems of the Millat 
supporters, as they are despised by some elements of the Afghan 
resistance just as much as they were detested by the communists (Asia 
Watch, 1991112). Serious arguments can be made in support of 
voluntary repatriation as a solution to some refugee problems, but they 
should not be used, as they all too often are. as screens for bureaucratic 
and governmental inactk)n. As Stanley Hoffmann has argued, in the 
case of refugees 'it remains the duty of each country to open its own 
borders as wklely as possible, without looking for excuses or waiting 
for others to act" (Hoffmann, 1981:224-5). 

Summarising to thus point, it is not sufficient for the Australian 
government simply to meet its formal obligations under the UN Conven
tion. We also have a role to play beyond our borders by giving refugee 
resetdement a prominent place in the migratk^n program. Ihis is not, as 
fiir as I can judge, a point of contention. Even those commentators who 
are most strenuous in their criticisms of the recent high level of 
inunigration appear to recognise that refugees consritute a sp>ecial case 
(J. Smith, 1991:25). More politically contentious is the daim that 
humanitarian migration should figure more prominently in the migration 
program than is presently the case. It is not, however, a claim that strikes 
me as especially contentious from a moral point of view. 
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m. THE REQUIREMENT OF NON-DISCRIMINATION 
In a world with 17 million displaced persons, it is clear that the 
seleaion of a subset of these for resetUement in Australia will involve 
the use of criteria well beyond the mere atuinmcnt of refugee status 
under the UN Conventk>n. Australia's resetdement policy is avowedly 
'non-discriminatory'. Since the process of selection ipsofacio requires 
that officers discriminate between different applicants, the import of 
this daim is rather that 'irrelevant' characterisdcs are not taken into 
account to an applicant's disadvantage. What is Irrelevant, however, is 
a matter of considerable importance. 

Three distinct priorities arc taken into account to determine who 
should be admined, namely die presence of family in Australia, close 
ties with Australia, and resetdement potential or humanitarian claims. 
Those who do not fall into one of these categories can expect to have 
their applications rejected without the chance of an interview. Al
though these priorities have some superficial apF>eal, diey notably fail 
to build into the calculus of decision any special weighting to 
distinguish between different degrees of persecution. Anyone who has 
had the least bit to do with refugee communities will be aware that, 
depending on where they apply, applicants with only the most tenuous 
of claims to a well-founded fear of persecution, but with close family 
members in Australia, may have a much better chance of resetdement 
than those with no family connection, but with an overwhelming claim 
to refugee status. Day has recendy argued, and I am Inclined to agree, 
that need should be the primary basis of sdection. On moral grounds, 
he suggests, 'criteria like usefulness and assimilability are simply 
irrelevant; irrelevant because they give priority to Australian rather than 
refugee interests (and to those of only some Australians, at that) and all 
but ignore the needs of the refugees, themselves' (Day, 1991:373). It 
is impoftant, however, to be precise about the meaning of "needs' in 
this context. 'Need' does not connote a sufserior moral daim — 
fortunately, as such a usage, as well as such an argument, would be 
difficult to defend (Maley. 1985; Goodin. 1988a:27-50). Furthermore, 
even if one were to accept the view that there are 'basic needs' for such 
things as food and shelter, it would not follow that a lack of these 
should mark someone for resetdement: on the contrary, what those 
whose plight is so desperate require is emergency assistance in situ. 
Need for resetdement, in my view, increases as the likelihood dimin
ishes that an individual will be able to lead a decent life in the future 
in either his or her homeland or his or her counuy of first refuge. While 
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it would be invidious to anempt a comprehensive listing of those 
categories of refugees whose need would be greatest, a number of 
groups come to mind. Perhaps the most obvious are the seriously 
disabled and their immediate families; but widows, orphans, and 
members of social groups historically persecuted in both homeland 
and country of first asylum also deserve priority. At present, there is 
provision for the accelerated processing of claims for resetdement from 
'women-at-risk'. However, applicants with even minor disabilities are 
likely to be rejeaed with scant regard to the need for resetdement.' 

In a number of other respects, current sdection procedures are 
seriously flawed. First, while applications are purportedly "considered 
on a case-by-casc basis by migration officers located in Australian 
missions' (DILGEA. 1991:11), comers are often cut. Thus in March 
1989, die Office in New Delhi of die United Nations High Commis
sioner for Refugees posted a notice stating the Australian High 
Commission 'has informed us that they have stopped all applications 
for resetdement in Australia from Afghans until they know what will 
happen in Afghanistan and if people can go back'. 

Second, refugee selection procedures arc systematically biased by 
the alkxation of refugee places. In 1990/91, apart from a small general 
category, refugee places were spread between five regional programs: 
Indo-Chinese (4000), East European (300). Latin American (1900), 
Middle East (3600), African (290) (DILGEA, 1991:17). This can create 
serk)us problems of injustice. Like cases are not necessarily treated in 
like fashion. If applicaUons gready outstrip available places, migration 
officers are forced to devise, 'on the run' as it were, ever more exacting 

1. In January 1992, for example, I paid an unannounced visit In Islamabad to a 
66-year-old Afghan refugee whom I had last xeen in February 1969. He was 
not at home when I amvcd, having walked lo the Mosque for Friday prayers, 
bui he relumed shortly afterwards, recognised me immediately, and greeted 
me In English with typical warmth This was something of a .surprise to me, 
for although his application for reseolcmeni in Australia (where most of his 
children now live) had been accepted In principle under the SHP In August 
1990. final approval had been refused In February 1991 on the ground that he 
suffered from legal blindness such that the applicant would qualify medically 
for the invalid pension on amval in Australia'. DILGEA was unmoved by 
expert evidence supplied by the Refugee Advice and Casework Service that 
the applk:ant had 'no apparent visual disability' and could 'In no way be 
regarded as blind'. In July 1992, my friend died of heatstroke during the 
heatwave that struck northern Pakistan, yet another blow to a family already 
iraumatised by the terribk: war in their country of birth. The government's 
heartless treatment of this kind and gentle man has left me ashamed to be an 
Australian. 

185 



William Maley 

criteria for selection, often of the most suspect kind. Take the case of 
the officer whose decision was reviewed in the Federal Court in 
Ebrabimi v. Ihe Ministerfor Immigration and Ethnic Affairs (Federal 
Court of Australia. No. G 486 of 1986. 23 May 1988). In tfiis case, the 
officer had denied resetdement to an Afghan applicant on the ground 
that his having "secrcdy carried weapons' for the Afghan resistance 
showed him per se to be not of good character. Further, noting, inter 
alia, the 'apparendy traditional dress' of the applicant's wife — a faaor 
subsequcndy characterised by Mr Justice Einfeld as "completely inel-
evant to anything' — the officer concluded that she "did not have 
personal qualities likely to facilitate successful resetdement in Aus
tralia'. Given that the Australian government supported the political 
objectives of the Afghan resistance, and had no fashion policy, these 
grounds understandably struck the judge as an inappropriate basis for 
decision. 

Finally, the location of migration officers injects a bias intf) the 
refugee-selection procedure. One of the reasons why so few African 
refugees are resettled in Australia is that there are so few posts at which 
applications can be lodged. The distribution of posts reflects a range 
of fartors — broad concerns of foreign polk:y and commercial policy, 
pressures from Australian-based ethnic communities, and the historical 
level of successful applications from exisdng posts — but the size and 
needs of refugee groupts tend to have a low priority. For example, in 
1981/82, not one Afghan refugee arrived in Australia, even tJiough 
massive population outflows from Afghanistan to Pakistan had been 
taking place from 1978 onwards (Maley. 1989a). The reason for this 
surprising figure is quite straightforward: there was no resident 
migradon officer in die Australian Embassy in Islamabad, and it was 
years before one was appointed. Throughout the 1980s, Afghans made 
up the largest single group of refugees anywhere in the worid. By 
contrast, from 1981/1982 to 1989/90. only 258 Afghans arrived in 
Ausualia as refugees, and 1256 under the Special Humanitarian 
Program — 1.2 per cent of the total refugee and SHP intake during that 
period (Bureau of Immigration Research, 1991:7-13). 

IV. DUTIES, CULTURE, AND THE CHOICE OF 
REFUGEES 

Many would argue that need is not the only criterion that should be 
used in choosing refugees for resetdement. There Is an obvious case, 
based on responsibilities to exisdng citizens, for excluding from 

186 



MULTiaJLTURAUSM AND REFUGEES 

resettlement those refugees whose need might be great but whose 
personal histories suggest a taste for the indiscriminate use of vk)lence; 
or those who are suffering from acutely contagious diseases not 
prescndy found in Australia. These criteria are tKX especially conten
tious. Far more problematical is the attempt to augment the criterion 
of need with criteria derived from special duties based on such factors 
as proximity to the refugees' homeland, or historical association. 

This seems to me to be an unsatisfactory step. There is much to 
be sakl for Goodin's interpretation of special duties as 'merely devices 
whereby the moral community's general duties get assigned to particu
lar agents' (Goodin, 1968b:678); and once one accepts this view, the 
argument that duties should be assigned in proportion to the agent's 
ability to discharge the obligation that they impose also has consider
able force. Yet 'special duties' claims of the kind just mentioned 
operate in a quite different way. First, such special duties' claims can 
all too easily provide an excuse for wealthy countries to decline to 
resetUe. Refugee concentrations are typically found well away from 
those countries whose general level of economic development would 
best equip them to cope with the influx. Burmese refiigees flee to 
Bangladesh, not to Australia. Second, the rhetoric of 'sf>ecial duties' 
can be deployed to justify policies aimed largely or solely at satisfying 
the demands of domestic interest groups (Maley, 1989b). Historical 
association almost guarantees such pressure-group activity. 

One particularly dangerous criterion of selection, yet one that 
many might find especially attractive, is that of cultural compatibility. 
The notion of culture is a far from straightforward one and it would be 
misleading to suggest that what I have to say can more than scratch the 
surface of what is an extremely complex topic (see Gecrtz, 1973). 
Nonetheless, there are a number of points that one can make which 
help to map out the complexities in such a way as to facilitate use of 
the concept. First, culture is a descriptive rather than an evaluative 
term. Second, culture is an attribute of collectivities. Although we may 
speak of an individual as being culmred (or, for that maaer, uncul
tured) it is not enormously useful in an explanatory model to refer to 
the culmrc of the Individual as part of the explanation. We should 
raUier refer to die beliefs of the individual and only when those beliefs 
are shared widi other people and replicated between generatk>ns 
through a process of socialisation should we refer to culture as 
opposed to individual conviction. Third, such shared beliefs become 
important when they are embodied in the uaditions, norms, conven
tions, and rules of a society: in other words, when they provide 
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secondary reasons for action. Religion, seen by some as inextricably 
cotmected by culture (Eliot, 1962:67-82), is one obvious source of such 
beliefs, but mythology, ideology, and science can be others. 

Tradilkins, norms, conventions and rules all have an existence that 
is separate from that of people who may replk:ate traditions, or obey 
conventions, norms and rules. In other words, culture supplies reasons 
for action, but is not actually constimted by the actions that individuals 
undertake. Jon Elster has written that there are 'no societies', only 
individuals who interaa with each other" (Elster, 1989:248). Yet if we 
defme culture in tenrns of belief, there is no inconsistency between 
Bister's methodological individualism and the analytical use of the idea 
of culture. What we rather need to do is recognise the multi-
dimensionality of the phenomenon of the culture. This can run against 
the Uirust of schematic social science. As Fredrik Barth has recently 
remarked, 'we are trained to suppress the signs of incoherence and 
multi-culmralism in the scene as inessential aspects of modernisation' 
and 'instead of trying to make our theories embrace what is there, we 
are led to picking out some small, distinctive panem in this confusing 
scene, and applying our ingenuity to salvaging a (functionalisO holism 
by construaing (structuralisO isomorphies and inversk>ns of this 
randomly chosen paaem, as if it incoded a deeper connectedness' 
(Barth. 1989:121-2). 

There are lessons here for us all. Those I wish to highlight relate 
to the danger of oversimplificatton. Cultiual compatibility is a peril
ously elusive notion. What may look like cultural differences between 
members of different groups may not relate to culture at all. Hostility 
between groups can be based on ascriptive characteristics that are 
certainly not culturally determined, although they may be 
epiphenomenally linked with particular cultures. It can also be fuelled 
by a range of faaors, related to personality, social structure, and the 
degree of intergroup contact (McAllister & Moore, 1989:2—6). Further
more, factors that appear to have negative implications for harmonious 
interaction between different groups may not be as threatening as one 
might think at first glance. A careful recent study of immigrant groups 
lias found that Vietnamese-bom respondents manifested markedly 
higher levels erf authoritarianism than Australian-bom respondents 
(McAllister & Moore, I991b:l40-1). Yet die political implications of die 
dimensions of authoritarianism that the study identifies are far from 
dear. 

First, it is nouble that the Vicmamese respondents proved to be no 
more ethnocentric than the Australian respondents, and that more 
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Vietnamese than Australians agreed "very much' that immigrants 
should be like Australians — 40 per cent as compared to 29 F>er cent. 
Second, within the Vietnamese sample, questions designed to detect 
authoritarianism produced similar patterns of response from refugee 
and non-refugee respondents, except for a quesdon seeking a re
sponse to the proposition that insult to honour must be punished. On 
this, refugees were notably stronger in their agreement than non-
refugees: 79 per cent as compared to 66 per cent However, one can 
legitimately query whether this dimension of authoritarianism should 
be viewed negatively as a hindrance to intercommunal relations, or 
positively as a symptom of conunitment to principled behaviour. In 
refugees, it might point to a deeper unwillingness to compromise 
principles for the sake of an easy life, of a kind that one perhaps should 
admire rather than censure. 

Most important of all, it is an ecological fallacy to claim that the hex 
that an individual comes from a cultural background featuring particu
lar traditions and norms signifies that the behaviour of that individual 
in particular need reflect some or all of those traditions or norms. It 
may make sense not to select for resetdement those refugees who are 
likely to act in an anti-social fashion after arriving in Australia; but a 
decision in such a case should be made only on the basis of the 
(personal history of the individual applicant. If an applicant for 
resetdement on refugee grounds is to be denied enuy to Australia, it 
cannot legitimately be on account of die applicant's cultural back
ground alone. 

V. BUREAUCRATIC ACCOUNTABILITY 
I conclude with some brief remarks about the accountability of 
bureaucratic decisions. Despite the avalanche in recent years of statute 
law dealing with migration, a great deal of discretion remains with 
individual migration officers. A migration officer who wishes to give 
effect to some private agenda has scope to do so. Yet a resetdement 
offer should not be a gift from a particular migration officer. It should 
be the outcome of an evaluative process govemed by cleariy-deftned 
principles. To ensure that this is the ca.sc. it is vital that an appeal 
mechanism be in place to allow a challenge to suspea decisions. This 
is indeed the case where applications for refugee status within Australia 
are concemed, but the refugee applicant overseas, in contrast to the 
family migration applicant, has no access to an institutionalised 
appeals mechanism. On occasion, as in £i>ra6(m('5 Case, procedural 
defects can be overcome by a Sfwnsor's use of the Administrative 
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Decisions Qudicial Review) Aa, but this does not strictly allow a review 
on the merits of a case, of the kind that might be necessary to rectify 
manifest injustices. 

Beyond institutionalised appeal mechanisms, however, it Ls impor
tant that the upjjer echelons of bureaucratic agencies such as DILGEA 
be mindful of the fact that public servants are not Platonic Guardians, 
but office holders charged with (performing certain tasks under the law. 
All too often, these agencies appear to acquire a task-performing ethos 
in which law and the judiciary are seen as irritating obstacles to goal-
ratk>nality rather than essential components of liberal constitutional
ism. Paniculariy worrying is the tendency of governmental agencies to 
mount hopeless appeals, often at ludicrous expense, with the purpose 
not of securing the reversal of adverse decisions at first instance, but of 
deterring aggrieved but impoverished potential plaintiffs ft'om seeking 
to protect their legal rights in the first place. At a lower level, this same 
mentality can be reflected in maddening non-cooperation, although 
some fonns of legally "unreasonable" conduct can again be challenged 
under the Administrative Decisions Qudicial Review) Aa, as was 
recently the case in Liu v. The Minister for Immigration, Local Govern
ment and Ethnic Affairs (Federal Court of Australia, No. ACT G 4 of 
1991. 22 May 1991). 

Refugee applicants beyond our borders have very few avenues for 
ensuring that their applications are considered property and fairty. Yet 
if we have obligations to resettle refugees in Australia, it seems 
reasonable also to suggest that the government should accord refugee 
applicants access to the kinds of appeal mechanisms that help to 
ensure such proper treatment. At the moment, the lack of such 
mechanisms is a senous flaw in the structure of our migration 
procedures, whkrh should be promptly corrected, 'lliis does not seem 
too much (o ask. 
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