
3 | 2017

Univerzitet
Donja Gorica



Glavni i odgovorni urednik: 
Dragan K. Vukčević

Urednica broja „O Evropi”: 
Ljubinka Trgovčević Mitrović

Redakcija: 
1. Đorđije Borozan (Podgorica); 
2. Radule Knežević (Zagreb); 
3. Ilija Vujačić (Beograd); 
4. Dragica Vujadinović (Beograd); 
5. Milan Podunavac (Podgorica); 
6. Cirila Toplak (Ljubljana); 
7. Mirjana Maleska (Skoplje); 
8. Asim Mujkić (Sarajevo).

Savjet: 
1. John Keane (Sidney); 
2. Nenad Dimitrijević (Beograd); 
3. Čedomir Čupić (Beograd);
4. Olga Breskaja (Vilnius); 
5. Ana Krasteva (Sofija, Lyon); 
6. Panos Ljoveras (Solun); 
7. Đuro Šušnjić (Beograd); 
8. Radovan Vukadinović (Zagreb); 
9. Tonko Maroević (Zagreb); 
10. Viljam Smirnov (Moskva); 
11. Rudi Rizman (Ljubljana); 
12. Alpar Lošanc (Novi Sad); 
13. Vesna Kilibarda (Podgorica); 
14. Stefano Bianchini (Bologna); 
15. Lidija Basta Fleiner (Freiburg); 
16. Hans-Georg Ziebertz (Würzburg);
17. Ratko Božović (Beograd).

Sekretar: Nikola Zečević

Dizajn: Mile Grozdanić

Priprema za štampu: Bojan R. Popović
Medeon, Podgorica

Lektura i korektura: Valentina Knežević

Izdavač: HS, UDG

Podgorica,
2017.



3 | 2017

DRAGAN VUKČEVIĆ Uvodna riječ 
glavnog i odgovornog urednika /5/

DIO I TEMA BROJA: O EVROPI
MILAN PODUNAVAC Politička ideja Evrope /9/
GORAN GRETIĆ Kriza ideje ujedinjenja Europe /27/
ASIM MUJKIĆ Europa i Zapadni Balkan u populističkom ruhu /45/
TIHOMIR CIPEK Rusija i Europska unija. Što je ostalo od partnerstva? /61/
ILIJA VUJAČIĆ Kontekstualnost ustavnog patriotizma 
— crnogorska perspektiva /77/
NATAŠA JOVANOVIĆ Šta je novo u savremenom evropskom 
orijentalizmu? Jedan teorijski ekskurs o (pre)naglašavanju 
nasleđa Ibn Halduna u savremenoj socijalnoj misli /97/
RADOSLAV RASPOPOVIĆ Promjene u definisanju 
spoljnopolitičkih zadataka crnogorske diplomatije u drugoj 
polovini XIX i na početku XX vijeka /115/
BORO VUČINIĆ Balkanski aspekt migracione krize u Evropi /139/

DIO II STUDIJE
 LIDIJA ČEHULIĆ VUKADINOVIĆ   Međunarodne 
organizacije u suvremenim međunarodnim odnosima /163/
FILIP IVANOVIĆ Nevidljiva ljepota i njene vidljive 
predstave: Estetika Dionisija Areopagita /177/
PREDRAG ZENOVIĆ The Normative Flaws of Liberal Culturalism /191/

DIO III RECENZIJE
RADULE KNEŽEVIĆ Suvremena politička teorija, Crnogorska  
akademija nauka i umjetnosti, Podgorica, 2017. (Milan Podunavac) /221/
ĐORĐIJE BOROZAN Crnogorske dinastije: Vojislavljevići, Balšići, 
Crnojevići, CID, Podgorica, 2017. (Ilija Vujačić) /225/
O identitetu , Crnogorska akademija nauka i 
umjetnosti, 2015. (Nikola Zečević) /233/
ILIJA VUJAČIĆ Saznanje i politika, Nacionalna zajednica Crnogoraca 
Hrvatske / Disput, Zagreb, 2014. (Predrag Zenović) /239/

DIO IV IN MEMORIAM
Prof. dr Lidija Čehulić Vukadinović (1966–2017) (Nikoleta Đukanović) /245/

SADRŽAJ





191

Predrag Zenović*

The Normative Flaws  
of Liberal Culturalism**

This paper examines normative issues of liberal culturalism. It starts 
with a premise that, though it offers a good critique of national states, 
liberal culturalism still leaves some salient questions unanswered. Fol-
lowing the structure of the vast majority of liberal culturalism theories, 
the author divides these normative flaws into three categories: meth-
odological, epistemological and practical. Methodological flaws deal 
with problems of definition as well as with primacy between methodo-
logical individualism and collectivism. Epistemological flaws lie in the 
way that liberal culturalism understands culture by essentialising it, 
reducing political to cultural, construing “absolute identities” etc. In 
the last part, the author focuses on practical shortcomings that stem 
from normative positions of liberal culturalism.

Key words: liberal culturalism, multiculturalism, absolute identi-
ties, minorities, community, recognition, nationalism

1. Introduction

The main argument of this chapter is that liberal concept of multi-
culturalism — sometimes named cultural or national liberalism, 
or liberal culturalism1, although with unquestionably correct di-
agnoses of the normative issues within contemporary societies, 
offers no adequate normative and political answers to burning 
issues of minorities within plural societies. In three decades of 
academic presence, the theorists of multiculturalism developed a 
great debate and raised various relevant questions2. During this 

* The author is currently a teaching assistant at the University of Donja Gorica, 
Humanistic Studies. predrag. zenovic@udg.edu.me

** This paper is a chapter of the thesis entitled Constitutional patriotism as a form 
of the EU citizenship — recognizing minorities, publically defended at LUISS 
University in Rome on 8 March followed by a public seminar organized at Uni-
versity of Geneva, on 8 May 2017.

1 Multiculturalism is an essentially contested concept (W. B. Gallie), probably like 
most of the notions in political theory. Here, I use Kymlicka’s general term liberal 
culturalism, which in his view includes both liberal multiculturalism and liberal 
nationalism. I find this term adequate for it puts the stress on the notion of cul-
ture. It corresponds to the main line of critique of these theories that I elaborate 
in this chapter. See: Will Kymlicka, Politics in the vernacular: nationalism, multi-
culturalism, and citizenship (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 41.

2 I will particularly, but not exclusively, focus on these works: Kymlicka, Will. 
Multicultural citizenship: a liberal theory of minority rights. Oxford: Clarendon 
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significant time of its presence in academic debates, this body 
of literature has brought up numerous salient issues concerning 
minorities. Nevertheless, in my view, it failed to give appropriate 
normative reflections and solutions. 
The normative issues within multicultural theories are numer-

ous and due to their theoretical nature and implications, I subsume 
those under three main categories: methodological, epistemological 
and practical. At the outset of this examination, two disclaimers are 
necessary. First, the division is purely analytical since the issues in 
question are highly intertwined. This means that methodological 
aspects might have impact on epistemological ones and vice versa, 
both leading to problems in practical sphere. These titles, this is 
the second disclaimer, can be somewhat misleading. Even though 
methodological and epistemological as categories sound as possess-
ing pure theoretical significance, it is important to underline that 
all these subgroups and issues, analysed here, have or might have 
an evident normative character. In other words, cluster names have 
analytical purpose and should only indicate the segment of the 
theory in which these issues emerge, without blurring their nor-
mative nature.

There is a structural reason for congregating these concerns in 
such a manner. This division follows the common structure in which 
multicultural theories are organised and elaborated: they start with 
definition of the main categories (methodology and definitions), and 
after the elaboration of the theory that explains social phenome-
na (epistemological), they end up with proposals of concrete poli-
cies (practical). Therefore, it is methodologically (analytically) jus-
tified to look up for the normative flaws of these theories in each 
part of these theories.

2. Methodological issues — defining key 
notions and causal mechanisms

2.1. Definition of minorities
The first methodological question, with its crucial significance for 

the implication of the whole theory, is who is minority? Minority 
vs. majority dichotomy might appear more complex then it seems 
at first look. The dominant view among multiculturalists is that ei-
ther only ethno-cultural minorities should be taken into normative 
consideration or that these should take precedence over other mi-
norities. Furthermore, the argumentation of recognition and mul-
ticultural theorists in favor of the protection of minority rights is 

Press, 1995.; Kymlicka, Will. Politics in the vernacular: nationalism, multicul-
turalism, and citizenship. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2001.; Parekh, 
Bhikhu C. Rethinking multiculturalism: cultural diversity and political theory. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000.
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for some reason reserved only for national, more specifically — eth-
no-cultural minorities. Other minorities come into focus only as a 
way to discuss internal minorities issue or to stress certain sub-cul-
tural perspective, be it feminist, queer or other. 

This methodological issue probably stems out from the way in 
which multiculturalists perceive culture –as an unquestionable and 
principal value. Both sorts of theories, those that give culture inher-
ent value (per se, like e. g. Taylor) and those that consider it as an 
instrumental mean to achieving some other values (e. g. autonomy, 
like Kymlicka) give primacy to one category of identity on which 
the definition of minority/minorities is dependent on. However, I 
see no acceptable argument for this kind of normative differentia-
tion among minorities. If we accept that different identity groups 
cohabit in contemporary plural societies and that their need for rec-
ognition and acknowledgment of their specific worldviews needs to 
be valorized and respected, then leaving some groups aside makes 
little sense. It is obvious that different minorities have different so-
cial status in different societies but the complexity of political real-
ity will not disappear just because we have chosen to offer a norma-
tive safeguard to one or few specific types of minorities. The forms 
of misrecognition are usually reflection of overall cultural context in 
which political and legal system are just a constitutive part. Consti-
tutional identities of citizens, political subject of a polity are a sort 
of petrified experiences of their cultural and political interactions. 
Thus, it is important to contextualize the problems of misrecogni-
tion and injustice, in their relative significance. Nevertheless, a gen-
eral theory of citizenship should not give ex ante superiority to any 
type of minorities. Undoubtedly, due to their different features and 
forms, different minorities will need different sets of laws, differ-
ent set of policies and probably different constitutional reference. In 
other words, it is acceptable to treat different minority issues sep-
arately once we apply a concrete policy. This fact, however, should 
not prevent us from treating minorities equally on the normative, 
theoretical level, especially if not doing so might have unacceptable 
normative implications. 

Deciding upon the key word in multicultural theory, i. e. the 
most important feature of a certain group or a defining value, upon 
which it builds up argumentation, has a strong normative impact. By 
stressing one or few dimensions of group’s distinctiveness, we actu-
ally determine which groups will fall under the notion of minority: 
identity, culture, autonomy, authenticity, the need for recognition 
etc. If we take culture as a differentia specifica it will automatically 
cancel out all the groups like LGBT population or the whole pop-
ulation of women that, clearly, do not create a distinct culture. It 
might also exclude individual (im)migrants in host societies uproot-
ed from their own cultures. The stress on autonomy leads us to a 
more liberal solution, but still, it would depend on the specific no-
tion of autonomy that one might use: moral, political or personal. 
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However, this undifferentiated approach to the issue of minorities 
can be identified in some, broadly defined, multiculturalism theo-
ries. Charles Taylor, in his politics of recognition, identifies recog-
nition and authenticity of life as important social need of individ-
uals as well as of different cultural groups: 

The importance of recognition is now universally acknowl-
edged in one form or another; on an intimate plane, we are all 
aware of how identity can be formed or malformed through 
the course of our contact with significant others. On the so-
cial plane, we have a continuing politics of equal recognition. 
Both planes have been shaped by the growing ideal of authen-
ticity, and recognition plays an essential role in the culture that 
has arisen around this ideal.3

The theory of recognition is a thought-provoking perspective, for 
it leads us to the center of empirical multicultural dialectics: in the 
sphere in which certain groups recognize each other on the equal 
standing. The relational character of the recognition process that 
takes place in various spheres of human flourishing, in my view, 
argues for a normatively comprehensive concept of minorities. We 
should define minorities in a way to avoid simplifications and re-
ductions that usually stem out from the need of political theorists 
to offer concrete policy solutions.

It is highly questionable whether such an approach makes sense, 
especially taking into account the diversity of contexts and relations 
into which minorities are intertwined. For a theory that wants to 
give a comprehensive answer to the minority issue this is wrong 
and unacceptable on both practical and normative level. The ques-
tion who will be self-understood and/or be seen by other groups as 
a minority depends on the dominant majoritarian cultural discours-
es. Therefore, minorities and their perspectives differ significantly 
across societies. This, however, does not mean that we should leave 
the question unanswered. We should rather see what the importance 
of identity en general is and what place it should take in the realm 
of political philosophy. In other words, it is an endeavor of putting 
individuals with all their multilayered identities and loyalties, and 
the whole spectrum of different faiths, beliefs and philosophies into 
a citizenship puzzle. The idea is to determine the concept of equal-
ity in citizenship theory and then proceed to political mechanisms 
that give sense to that equality. These mechanisms, which is quite 
self-evident, will differ among themselves and should be defined on 
a case-to-case basis. 

3 Charles Taylor, “The politics of recognition, “In Multiculturalism: examining 
the politics of recognition, edited by Charles Taylor and Amy Gutmann (Prince-
ton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1994), 36
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One cannot reduce identity to its objective side. The perception 
of the others and self-perception both by individuals and groups is 
the arcane domain of contemporary intercultural and interperson-
al relations. Identities can be inclusive and exclusive, harmonic and 
conflicting, static and variable. The general theory that takes into 
account minorities should account for the relativity and changea-
bility entangled with the issue and offer a comprehensive normative 
theory of minorities. Instead of proposing static and reductionist 
solutions that petrify identities, we might opt for a more ample ap-
proach and a more nuanced interpretation of the notion of identity. 

In the theory I was particularly interested in, Will Kymlicka lim-
its his argumentation to national minorities, as ‘distinct and poten-
tially self-governing societies incorporated into larger a state’ and 
ethnic groups, ‘immigrants, who have left their national commu-
nity to enter another society.4 Kymlicka, however, concedes that 
there is a third group of what he calls ‘new social movements’ asso-
ciations and movements that consists of LGBT population, women, 
the poor, persons with handicap etc. which, in his view, relate to the 
first two groups in many ways. Nevertheless, by stressing one form 
of identity and giving it primacy, these different claims are already 
put in the hierarchical order, with unequal normative significance. 

For Birkhu Parek, an advocate of a different multiculturalism the-
ory, there are three kinds of diversity: subcultural, perspectival and 
communal. Subcultural diversity is the one that stems from different 
ways of life among the members that share a broadly common cul-
ture. Perspectival diversity relates to ways in which some members 
of the society contest the dominant culture and ask for its reconsti-
tution. Finally, communal diversity is sustained by the existence of 
communities with different systems of beliefs and practices.5 Mul-
ticulturalism in his view refers to the society which has any of the 
three kinds of diversities but the third one that includes commu-
nities ‘has on balance the most to be said for’. In my view, Parekh 
looks at the problem by analyzing the western societies in the pres-
ent, the ones where the edge of conflicts and misunderstanding is 
dominantly between ethno-cultural groups. After the decades of 
fight for the recognition of gays, alternative groups etc. that Parekh 
puts in the first group as well as women or liberals that he puts in 
the second, it might seem that normative and epistemological gap 
between these minority groups and the corresponding majoritari-
an community with its discourse is reconciled. The gaps between 
heterosexual majority and LGBT, petty bourgeois majority and. al-
ternative groups, or simply patriarchal societies and women seems 
to be resolved through political and legal mechanisms of Western 

4 Will Kymlicka, Multicultural citizenship: a liberal theory of minority rights (Ox-
ford: Clarendon Press, 1995), p. 19.

5 Bhikhu C. Parekh, Rethinking multiculturalism: cultural diversity and political 
theory (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 3.
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democracies. It is true to some extent, since all of these groups gained 
relatively full legal recognition within Western societies, in the set 
of rights and de facto empowerment through the various forms of 
public discourse. However, a full recognition of these groups has 
not been achieved yet. Consequently, the on-going struggle for af-
firmation still makes sense — the lack of women in politics or the 
issues related to the same sex marriages legislation (the debate re-
cently raised in France) could serve us as an ad hoc empirical con-
firmation that these groups, seen from their perspective, still do not 
enjoy the citizenship equality, even in the most prominent democ-
racies. Nor does it mean that in other, less liberal and democratic 
societies, with lower standard of civil political and minority rights, 
this differentiation among communities makes sense. In certain so-
cieties the dominant culture with a patriarchal, traditional discourse 
can be equally shared by all ethnic groups and yet represent an op-
pressive matrix for some of the abovementioned groups. 

It would be improper to claim that these minorities are identi-
cal in their political and social organization, political relevance, in-
fluence, and coherence of their membership. We could hardly im-
agine women mobilized in political groups and parties in the way 
the representatives of national minorities might be. The elements of 
identity that constitute these groups might not be adequate for a 
single-issue based political activism, but the issues connected with 
these identities are part of many political parties’ programs.6 Besides, 
there are certain rights like the right to self-determination, inher-
ently group rights, which cannot be enjoyed individually. Thus, the 
territorial concentration of the group is sometimes condition sine 
qua non for the enjoyment of certain rights. However, when deal-
ing with minority identity in the realm of constitutional framing 
of modern states do the contingent historical and geographical fea-
tures always have to be central? 

This, in my view, constitutes the starting point of the critique 
of multiculturalism. If multiculturalism was ‘invented’ as a way to 
address the inequalities among individuals belonging to different 
groups, it should not confine itself to the pure inter-group equali-
ty, forgetting the internal minorities and individuals. Multicultur-
alism should not be understood as onetime policy, but as a continu-
ous exploration of the mutual recognition of the individuals and the 
groups within a complex plural society. The very fact that it deals with 
questionable and contested notions like recognition, equality, iden-
tity should make the authors in this field be more aware of the real 
politics implications of their theoretical findings. As Anne Phillips 

6 There are to my knowledge very few historical and contemporary cases of these 
social groups (perspectival and subcultural groups in Parekh’s terms) making 
political parties, like Christable and Emmeline Pankhrust’s Women’s party in 
1919, or LGBT party Ladlad, founded in 2003: http://www.ladladpartylist.
blogspot.it/. 
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puts it: ‘the future critics of multiculturalism would be more likely 
to dwell on the way policies defended in the name of all members 
of a disadvantaged cultural group end up favoring some over oth-
ers, creating a new kind of injustice in the course of redressing an 
old.’7 In other words, if plurality and tolerance, together with lib-
erty, are the ground normative reasons advocated by multicultural 
theories, then the existing empirical plurality of the modern socie-
ty must remain in its very focus. 

To sum up, treating only ethno-cultural minorities separately and 
making case out of them exclusively on the normative level bears 
several serious shortcomings: 

(a) Obviously, it does not allow for a general theory of minor-
ity rights. If the arguments of political theory do focus on should 
claims, and operate on a required level of abstraction, it is neces-
sary that a theory dealing with minority issues should take in con-
sideration all identity minorities. 

(b) This exclusion of various identity minorities has no norma-
tive justification and is primarily based on ethno-cultural determin-
ism, liberal nationalism and similar biased concepts and the corre-
sponding arguments of territorial concentration, historical presence, 
national state etc., which, in these theories, often take precedence 
over normative arguments of equality and justice.

(c) This prevents us from understanding the complex dynamics of 
internal minorities’ issues8, which might be crucially important for 
a liberal perspective. Minority within a minority is still a minority. 
The focus that we take either as apologists of universal or vernacu-
lar language might change our perspective but the normative chal-
lenge how to correct unjust political arrangements9 remains. More-
over, we are not allowed to quantify, compare minorities as in that 
way we just reiterate majoritarian arguments: the injustice done to 
a small group of dispersed immigrants in its essence is not different 
to the same or similar injustice done to the members of a numer-
ous and territorially organized national minority. Again, the claims 

7 Anne Phillips, Multiculturalism without Culture (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2007), p. 12.

8 v. Leslie Green, “Internal Minorities and Their Rights”, in Group Rights, J. Bak-
er (ed.), Toronto: University of Toronto Press, (1994): 101–117.

9 Once the right of a self-determination of a group whose culture does not fit in 
the universalism of a certain political and legal is respected and it is granted au-
tonomy or political independence we might still face with the problem of a new 
minority within a new political and legal context. This is similar to the prob-
lem of new minorities in the context of Kosovo that I have already mentioned. 
Besides, there is an issue more precisely defined as internal minority which re-
lates to the issue of subaltern categories within cultures: women, children, old, 
homosexuals etc. What Kymlicka calls „internal restrictions” poses an impor-
tant question when and under what conditions can state intervene in the tis-
sue of cultural practices in the name of proclaimed universalism. At this stage 
of analysis, I shall confine to claiming that reductionism of minorities to eth-
nicity and nationality is simply not normatively acceptable. 
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of these different groups have a different weight taken in their his-
torical complexity and encompassing positive legal arrangements as 
they are, but should not the scope of normative investigation go be-
yond that? It seems to me that this kind of theorizing of minor-
ities, which consequently gives the advantage to the national mi-
norities over immigrants, and to these two over other minorities, 
simply for the reason of leaving them out of the focus or by impos-
ing general liberal ideals of autonomy, self-determination etc. goes 
contrary to the essence of minority issue. When treating minority 
issues, the majoritarian arguments of democracy (e. g. majority de-
cides) are unacceptable: it cannot be persuasive reason for a coher-
ent normative argumentation. 

2.2. Individual or community — the issue of primacy

In the ‘pre-multiculturalism’ period, before the liberal interpre-
tation of the pluralist societies, it was clear cut: liberals saw indi-
vidual as a pivotal point of political thinking while communitari-
ans in their writings privileged the notion of community10. Clearly, 
though the supremacy of individual or community was sharply de-
termined, neither of these approaches did exclude the other entity 
entirely. This issue, associated with the realism vs. nominalism de-
bate within philosophy and sociology, and the way it is approached, 
becomes crucial not only for a methodological purpose but also for 
its direct normative consequences.11

When liberal culturalist discuss minority issues, it is not always 
clear who is given the primacy: individual as a bearer of autonomy 
or the group as a source of choices, lifestyles and values. This has 
an impact on the coherence of the theory but also on its practical 
implications. These two approaches are apparently mutually exclu-
sive, at least to the extent to which we try to translate them into a 
normative judgment. 

If we give precedence to community then we remain with an issue 
of internal minorities in non-liberal cultures. On the other side, if 
we put the stress on individual we might be in the danger of impos-
ing a dogmatic liberal view with little understanding for non-West-
ern cultural models. So, both normative standpoints taken as exclu-
sive are unsatisfactory: the relationship between the individual and 

10 However, as Mason explains the notion of community, especially its normative 
significance, communitarians have not adequately addressed who often had dif-
ferent even opposite views on this issue. See. Mason, Andrew. Community, So-
lidarity, and Belonging Levels of Community and Their Normative Significan-
ce. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, 3 

11 In philosophy and logics, the origin of this debate with its peak in medieval 
scholastic concerning the universals, can be tracked back at least to Plato, who 
was a realist. In sociology, this debate focuses on the issue the existence of soci-
ety — is it a separate entity with its own structure and dynamics or just a plain 
collection of individuals. 
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community varies and is dependent on certain set of cultural norms. 
This is to say that we cannot give ex ante, final and universal answer 
to this problem and give normative overweight to one perspective 
without becoming ideologically or culturally biased. 

The view I find reasonable, having in mind the peculiar nature 
of minority issue, is to accept both individuals and groups as enti-
tled to certain rights and duties within a common citizenship. Both 
of these entities entail different but equal normative value, and rep-
resent two forms in which human beings pursue the life goals: as 
free individuals and as members of various cultural, political, eth-
nical groups. There is no value-neutral approach to the question of 
primacy between individuals and cultural groups, since we all value 
them from our own moral perspective influenced by our uprising 
and the presence of collectivity in our lives. Therefore, the theory 
dealing with minority issue should dismiss this dilemma. Conse-
quently, the state that tends to be neutral must consider both forms 
of political agency equal. 

In the dialectical process of human development, individual might 
dedicate himself to an already formed concept of happiness dwell-
ing in the sphere of his own communal or other’s community life 
(as traditional Catholic or Muallaf, a newly converted Muslim) or 
one might simply choose to invent new life projects as an individual 
outside the communion. Any reduction to individual or deduction 
from concepts like group and community without taking in consid-
eration the variety of human beings, cultural models and the inter-
action of the two would be inaccurate and simply improper. Only 
by embracing both perspectives of human flourishing as equally val-
uable and acceptable can we escape the dead ends of communitar-
ian and liberal philosophy of the selfhood. 

This question also touches upon the issue of internal minorities. 
Namely, it would be incoherent from the liberal point of view not 
to allow the individuals within the minorities to choose their mode 
of citizenship, be it collective or individualistic. This solution ade-
quately corresponds to the reality of everyday political life where 
both individuals and groups or group representatives participate in 
the political process. 

The answer is quite simple so far. Nevertheless, there must be an 
unambiguous legal demarcation of individual and collective enjoy-
ment of the rights and citizenship, and these have to find their place 
in the basic constitutional consensus and the norms and principles 
that constitute it. It must be a legitimate constitutional power that 
will define and determine the scope of various entities (individual 
and group) within public and social life. Undoubtedly, these norms 
cannot be just the mere projection of a majoritarian will and must 
take in due consideration minority viewpoints. 
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3. Epistemological issues — understanding 
“the essence of culture”12

3.1. Essentialising culture

What comes to be problematic in the theories of multicultural-
ism is an essentialized concept (s) of culture. Put simply, we speak 
of essentialism when culture, as a dynamic and complex interaction 
of processes and structures, is perceived as static and homogenous. 
Instead of perceiving culture as a changing and adapting phenom-
enon that reacts actively to social reality, an essentialising approach 
rather focuses on elements that in its view represent the core of the 
culture, its “never changing essence”. 

Liberal culturalists stress the importance of ‘the respect for cul-
tural groups in instrumental terms—that is cultural groups are re-
spected because doing so helps secure the liberal goal of individual 
autonomy’13. Kymlicka sees intercultural diversity as a contribution 
to the richness of people’s lives that expands cultural recourses. For 
Parekh, culture refers to a historically inherited system of meaning 
and significance, it has no co-ordinating authority, and develops over 
time, with internal variations.14 The communitarian perspective on 
culture is substantially different. Charles Taylor makes a stronger 
case for the inherent value of the culture and sees culture as an ir-
reducibly social good. Independent of our individual instrumen-
tal use, cultures have inherent significance and value and as such 
should be protected by society.15 The difference lies in the axiolog-
ical status of the culture: while for the liberal culturalists the val-
ue of culture is instrumental and comes through the perspective of 
individual, Taylor’s culture is a good per se. It is not a mere instru-
ment of the individual goods’ and ‘[i]t can’t be distinguished from 
them as their merely contingent condition, something they could 
in principle exist without’16.

Despite the obvious differences, liberal culturalist approach to the 
notion of culture significantly resembles its communitarian versions. 

12 The inverted commas in the title should indicate a simple epistemological fact: 
though cultures might have essence from the perspective of those who belong 
to them it does not mean that social scientists should give culture in scientific 
terms the same essence and meaning. 

13 Jeff Spinner — Halev, “Multiculturalism and its critics,” in The Oxford hand-
book of political theory, ed. John S. Dryzek et al. (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 547.

14 Bhikhu Parekh, “Dialogues between cultures,” in Democracy, nationalism, and 
multiculturalism. ed. Suárez, Ramón, and FerranColl, (London: Routledge, 
2005), 13.

15 See Charles Taylor, “Irreducibly Social Goods,” in Taylor, C. Philosophical 
Arguments (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 
127–45.

16 Charles Taylor, Philosophical arguments, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1995), 137.
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Perceived as a monolithically formed and homogenous bodies of val-
ues and worldviews from which the individual is supposed to auton-
omously choose and interpret her lifestyle, cultures do not commu-
nicate or exchange among each other and remain a sort of isolated 
systems of values and signs. Parekh defines this problem as ‘cultur-
alism’, a view that argues that human beings are culturally defined, 
and ‘share in common only the minimal species-derived properties 
from which nothing of moral and political significance could be de-
duced.’17 This view ignores the differences within culture, it’s inter-
nal and external dynamic, alterability and historicity. 

There are several problems with this sort of approach to culture. 
First, though it considers culture a source for individual choices, it 
leaves little space for individually construed context of values and 
meanings. Culture in this way obtains moral superiority over in-
dividual since it contains the meanings and interpretations neces-
sary for the individual to pursue a life worth living. The two-way 
interaction between an individual and culture is biased, and fa-
vors culture. It is not an individual who, together with other in-
dividuals, constructs cultural structure and its ethical paradigms, 
culture is the primary source of sense and values. There shall be 
no doubt: social constructivism is always a two ends process. In 
normative political theory, however, we should not give primacy 
to biased conceptualizations of culture18. Liberal cultures are more 
individualistic and progressive while some other theories might 
be collectivistic and traditional. Does it allow us to give norma-
tive primacy to culture and essentialise it? When it comes to stra-
tegic essentialism one should be equally skeptical. Although we 
might have strategies in theories and reasoning in reality these 
tend to be more than that: once we give cultures the utmost im-
portance it would be hard to imagine that those profiting from 
such a normative perspective (cultural elites, empowered groups) 
would leave the acquired benefits once that the justice was done 
to their culture. 

Secondly, this concept of culture obscures the whole range of dif-
ferences within cultures. The culture is depicted as a homogenous 
and harmonic set of norms, beliefs and signs. Defined in this way, 
this ‘abstract’ culture is inert to internal conflicts and debates, what 
renders changes almost impossible. 

Finally, it does not allow for natural change and dynamics of cul-
tural processes that result from the intercultural influences. Even 
when not exposed to assimilation and oppression, cultures constant-
ly change, adapting to social circumstances, inventing new function-
al but also axiological models. In my view, this empirical and nor-
mative complexity of the notion of culture must be taken into due 
consideration whatever theoretical framework we choose. 

17 Parekh, Rethinking multiculturalism, 10.
18 v. e. g. Scheffler, 2007
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3.2. Reducing political to cultural

The corollary of essentalizing culture is, using Habermasian ter-
minology, a sort of encroachment or colonization of politics by the 
inherent functional, structural and aesthetic principles of culture. In 
other words, if we consider culture as an essentially distinct sphere 
of human self-understanding, then its norms and principles become 
legitimate rules of political life in general. By emphasizing culture 
as a tool for autonomous acting, as a framework that enables us to 
conceive and develop life choices, we give culture a superior posi-
tion within social world of a human. Societal culture is in this un-
derstanding a self-referring system and source of all values, includ-
ing political ones. If there is a dichotomy politics — culture, in 
this view, culture prevails as a primary structure. I will now brief-
ly elaborate the theoretical, both legal and broadly political impli-
cations of favoring culture and its particular values and practices 
within social life. 

One the one hand, if cultures we are part of have so indispensa-
ble role in our social and political life, then this consequently leads 
us to the need to preserve culture through the system of collective 
rights. Moreover, multiculturalism tends to protect cultures legally as 
inherently valuable phenomena of social life. As Habermas explains, 
‘one cannot think of ’ “preservation” of cultures in the same sense 
as most of us advocate the preservation of animals or other species. 
The reproduction of traditions and cultural forms is an achievement 
which “can be legally enabled, but by no means granted”19. If cul-
ture is defined as ethno-national idiosyncrasy of certain groups, it 
is impossible to think in terms of positive obligations of the state. 
Furthermore, it deprives the individuals from free enjoyment and 
continuous assessment of the value of that culture and destroys ‘the 
very space for hermeneutical appropriation which provides the only 
way to maintain cultural forms’20. In this regard, Habermas is right 
when he indirectly argues for negatively formulated rights for the 
reproduction of certain cultural forms. 

On the other hand, is the culture the only paradigm we should be 
led by in politics? Needless to say, cultural models and frames will 
influence the way we perceive politics and decide on ethical issues. 
Notwithstanding the importance of ethnicity as a sort of pre-polit-
ical self-understanding, there is a whole range of issues in contem-
porary societies that stem out from common interests driven by ra-
tionality of contemporary global society. The complexity of life in 
modern polities implies a vast array of political, security, economical, 
ecological and other issues where the particular nature of the cultur-
al membership does not really matter. It is simply wrong to define 

19 Jürgen Habermas — Address: “Multiculturalism and the Liberal State”, Stan-
ford Law Review, Vol. 47, No. 5 (May, 1995): 850.

20 Ibid, 850.
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and reduce politics to a dialogue among cultures or more precisely 
the set of legal obligations to be adopted by the majority in order 
to preserve minority’s or minorities’ existence. Politics is multi-lay-
ered, multi-level communication and interaction of different agents. 
Only by understanding the complexity of both culture and politics 
might we grasp these relations. Besides, politics as a virtue and prac-
tice of finding a compromise in thorny situations might be imper-
iled by this encroachment of culture. Cultures, understood in their 
complexity, can be so different among themselves; sometimes they 
have different, even opposite epistemological and axiological prin-
ciples21. It might be extremely hard to reconcile such deep clashes 
in a political realm. The politics of contemporary diversified states 
confirms that it is necessary to find solutions for the peaceful and 
tolerant coexistence. It seems more realistic to look for a compro-
mise in the parts of public life, where citizens express themselves 
in a more prudent way and accept the plurality as a condition for 
common life sine qua non22, rather than in the immense realm of 
culture. Public and political sphere also constitutes a part of cul-
ture understood broadly, though in this sphere people are more in-
clined to intersubjective communication, dialogue, understanding 
of the otherness and toleration of the difference. It comes from a 
vivid and dynamic culture as modus vivendi, not from ahistorical 
ideal of self-referring cultural system.

Culture and politics, however, are not clear-cut spheres of hu-
man life, especially if culture is defined as to represent the totality 
of human life. Instead of conceptualizing culture as a monolith, as 
defined structures with dynamics independent of the surrounding, 
we might try to define culture in relation to politics. We might be-
gin with a normatively decisive point. When does identity, be it cul-
tural, linguistic, religious or other become relevant for political and 
legal policies to be thought through and implemented? In my view, 
it does so only when this identity has entered the realm of power 
politics, when it is used and abused in the political arena in order 
to give dominance or impose oppression to certain groups. With-
out this omnipresent ‘momentum’ interfering in the sphere of pri-
vate, particular conceptions of the good, cultural values etc. would 
not be normatively justified. This might sound tautological, but the 
complexity of the biological, social and cultural essence of the hu-
man being is the imperative to be borne in mind when theorizing 
pluralism within political theory. Sexuality is a private matter of 
every individual, but once it is used as a reason for oppressing certain 

21 A persuasive vision of multiculturalism that is escaping from cultural essen-
tialism can be found here: Anne Phillips, Multiculturalism without Culture 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007)

22 v. e. g. Quong, Jonathan. Liberalism without Perfection. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2010. Oxford Scholarship Online, 2011. doi: 10.1093/acprof: 
oso/9780199594870.001.0001.
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population and restricting their basic civil and political rights, then, 
through pro et contra arguments, it becomes politically relevant and 
enters public, political arena. It is the same with language or cul-
tural rights: if the oppression of certain groups has the elements of 
discrimination or disables the group from exercising basic rights, it 
is not only a relativized question of culture any more, but a ques-
tion of a significant public importance. 

Finally, by emphasizing collective identity, not only do we pro-
tect the difference among various cultures as it is claimed, but we 
consequentially encourage the use of “culture argument” in some 
future political struggles. We should understand political processes 
and phenomena in their entirety and dynamics, the use and abuse 
of human rights claims including collective ones and their conflict-
ual nature (collective vs, individual e. g.). The same is with culture. 
What was once instrumentally and strategically achieved to cor-
rect injustices of the time might in the long course of time re-es-
sentialise its own grounds. Furthermore, religious autonomy rights 
e. g. that were meant to preserve vulnerability of the group might 
later cause other vulnerabilities to internal minorities within the 
group. Besides, the controversial use of the right claims often poses 
a threat to unity and intercultural understanding. Insisting on na-
tional minority rights in a community might impede the building 
of civic nation, or too liberal language rights might be an obstacle 
for a normal functioning of a community, just to name these two. 
That is why it is so crucial to determine the set of basic principles 
according to which one political community will be organized and 
make sure these are truly neutral. Without this minimum of con-
stitutional standards, we might end up in a situation of perpetu-
al conflict of culturally biased claims that would draw ‘legitimacy’ 
from the overall discourse of multicultural citizenship. 

3.3. Constructing absolute identities
One of the essential flaws of multicultural theories is the idea 

of a monolithically and culturally defined identity. Broadly speak-
ing, the notion of collective identity, understood as an idea that one 
shares values and practices with other members of a cultural group, 
is a pivotal point of multiculturalism. The idea that we need our 
culture as a source of values and life choices can be hardly argued 
against. Although some people might find their ethno cultural or-
igin as a crucial dimension of their identity, it is disputable wheth-
er we could make a general case out of it. This problem is closely 
related to previously elaborated issue of essentialised culture. It is 
that inert and auto-referring culture, portrayed above, that now be-
comes the unique and only source of our moral decisions and acts. 
Once one defines culture in that manner, the next step is deduct-
ing this rigid and abstract concept to the members of communities 
as bearers of the assumed identity. 
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The philosophical, psychological, social and political, and many 
other identity dimensions and the discussions about them certainly 
go beyond the aim and scope of this project. Nevertheless, it does 
not mean that we can neglect their importance. Even if we confine 
ourselves to the political dimensions of identity and assume that in 
this sphere the cultural (national) identity prevails, we still reduce 
the concept of political and the whole sphere of class, ideological, 
party and other affiliations one might identify with. Perchance this 
reduction might appear as justifiable to a certain degree in deeply 
divided or culturally sensitive societies (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Belgium eg.) but it shows only a correlation, in complex historical 
and social circumstances, and not a causal mechanism that proves 
that culture is a dominant normative or explanatory variable in the 
life of a political community. In other words, cultural arguments 
do not provide us with answers to all important political issues in 
a political community. New social movements, for example, that 
arise in Bosnia and Herzegovina show that people’s preoccupation 
are primarily pensions, social security and other issues mainly be-
longing to left political spectrum. Besides, the complex ethnically 
divided decision process often obstructs Bosnia23. Similarly, the re-
cent issue of terrorism in Belgium shows that crucial political issues 
often go beyond ethnical and cultural divisions and might me im-
peded by pin ponging responsibility between linguistically divided 
levels of governing24. 

As Parekh notices, even though collective identities have their 
advantages, they have three important drawbacks. Firstly, collec-
tive identity tends to ‘essentialise identity and impose on the rele-
vant groups a unity of views and experiences they do not, and can-
not, have’. ‘Not all women, gay people, black people and Muslims’, 
he continues, ‘take the same view of their identity, or manifest it in 
the same way’. Nevertheless, the need to impose an official view of 
certain identity and ‘dismiss dissenters’ creates the omnipresent issue 
called ‘the paradox of identity’25. Instead of being the sphere of free 
self-realization, identity becomes already tailored and imposed con-
struct that is in severe contradiction with the plurality of forms and 
shapes in which one can express herself. Secondly, collective identi-
ty might create ‘we-others’ dichotomy and often breaks the society 
into ‘exclusive, hostile and epistemologically closed groups’26. Finally, 
collective identity has a tendency to freeze or naturalize historically 
shaped identity. By giving importance to their acquired identities, as 

23 https://www.theguardian.com/global/2015/nov/10/bosnia-bitter-flawed-peace 
-deal-dayton-agreement-20-years-on

24 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/a-terror-attack-exposed-bel-
giums-security-failings-europes-problem-is-far-bigger/2016/03/28/47be66ac-
f39d-11e5-a2a3-d4e9697917d1_story.html

25 Bhikhu C. Parekh, A new politics of identity: political principles for an interde-
pendent world (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 36.

26 Ibid, 37.



206

the result of the marginalization that group faced through the his-
tory, the groups tend to stress and perpetuate their heteronomy27. 
If the aim of political theory is to find a solution for diverse soci-
eties and with respect to differences determine the realm of com-
mon values and principles, these disadvantages of collective identi-
ties should be taken seriously into account. 

It is true that the second part of the twentieth century brought 
to life various forms of identity politics, articulated by the different 
social and cultural groups. The ‘globalization era’ accelerates these 
process and modern technologies seem to enhance the exchange of 
know how among civil society networks and activist putting the 
pressure on the monolith ‘tower’ of national state. In the same time, 
we have been witnessing the revival of the old identity paradigms, 
national movements in the case of post-Soviet and post-Yugoslav 
states for instance. Does this allow us to reduce politics to ethno-cul-
tural clashes within societies and more importantly does it suffice 
to give ethno-cultural membership normative superiority when we 
deal with questions of justice and equality? In my view, the answer 
is no. Oppressing certain ways of life is equally wrong as imposing 
certain models of life as compulsory. This is exactly what happens 
when the ethnicity, as a particular and contingent feature, is given 
the supreme moral authority and the ultimate importance in the 
political structure of multinational societies. The Grand Chamber 
of the European Court of Human Rights, a judicial body that de-
cides on the violations of the convention norms which already con-
stitute a sort of European common law, in Sejdic & Finci vs. Bosnia 
and Herzegovina had found that applicants’ ineligibility to stand 
for election to the House of Peoples violates Art. 14 of European 
Convention on Human Rights (ban of discrimination in the field of 
Convention rights) taken in conjunction with Article 3 of Protocol 
No. 1 ( free elections), and that their ineligibility to stand for elec-
tion to the Presidency violates Article 1 of Protocol No. 12 (gener-
al ban of discrimination)28. 

For the aforementioned reasons, there is no doubt that the con-
struction of identity in absolute terms poses at least two prob-
lems. Firstly, it reduces the richness of identity perspectives for 
the individual and imposes one. In the case of national liberal-
ism that is national or societal culture, in politics of recognition 
that identity varies between cultural membership, gender, sexu-
ality, race etc.

In addition, instead of ensuring that members of certain groups 
freely enjoy and construe their identity, this approach imposes an 
identity model that others should implicitly follow. According to 
Appiah, the politics of recognition “requires that one’s skin color, 
one’s sexual body, should be acknowledged politically in ways that 

27 Ibid, 38.
28 ECHR, Applications No. 27996/06 and 34836/06 of 22 December 2009
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make it hard for those who want to treat their skin and their sex-
ual body as personal dimensions of the self. And personal means 
not secret, but not too tightly scripted.” In this way, the politics of 
recognition becomes ‘the politics of compulsion’29. If identity and 
its expression are necessary requisites for a citizen in plural society 
to lead a good life then clearly it cannot be based on compulsion. 
We might not agree on the level of salience or definitional aspects 
of the notion of identity but we might easily agree that it must not 
be equated to imposition of any sort of models or prescriptions on 
how to lead a good life or what/who to be. 

3.4. The issue of ‘groupism’

In liberal culturalism culture, ethnicity, race, nationality and gen-
der are often conceived not only as theoretical categories but also as 
‘monolith’ agents of different forms of social conflicts and cooper-
ation. This issue is analogous to the issue of essentialized cultures 
and the construction of absolute identities. Brubaker uses the no-
tion of groupism to describe ‘the tendency to take discrete, sharp-
ly differentiated, internally homogenous and externally bounded 
groups as basic constituents of social life, chief protagonist of so-
cial conflicts, and fundamental units of social analysis”30. This is 
one of the major flaws of the theories dealing with multicultural-
ism: the idea that processes of conflict and compromise take place 
among cultural groups as if those was real (intention driven) so-
cial agents. It is often forgotten that nations are usually represent-
ed by certain political parties, cultural institutions or lobby groups, 
whose interests do not necessarily reflect the interests of the nation. 
As Brubaker suggests, we can keep ethnicity, nationality etc. as cat-
egories but we should not understand them as substantial groups. 
‘Ethnicity, race, and nation should be conceptualized not as sub-
stances or things or entities or organism or collective individuals-as 
the imagery of discrete, concrete tangible, bounded, and enduring 
“groups” encourages us to do — but rather in relational, processual, 
dynamic, eventful, and disaggregate terms.’31 This might be espe-
cially important for the issue of minorities since it takes into ac-
count the processes, phenomena, events as objects of scientific in-
quiry bypassing omnipresent simplified and stereotyped concepts of 
minority groups. The problematic collectivizing character of culture 
within political theory of multiculturalism was well elaborated by 

29 K A. Appiah, “Identity, Authenticity, Survival: Multicultural Societies and So-
cial Reproduction,” in Multiculturalism: examining the politics of recognition, 
edited by Charles Taylor and Amy Gutmann (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1994), 149–163.

30 Rogers Brubaker, “Ethnicity without Groups,” European Journal of Sociology 
43, no. 3 (2002), 164

31 Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity without groups (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2004), 11
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Ann Phillips. Although she defends the basic idea of multicultur-
alism, Philips argues that ‘…any analysis that divides up the world 
through categories like sex, gender, culture sexuality, ethnicity, or 
religion will invoke stereotypes…”32. If policies envisaged by liberal 
culturalism operate with such simplified categories then it would 
be hard to believe that they would bring about the recognition that 
individuals within these overlapping groups need. One wants to be 
recognized in complexity of his/her identity and not to be reduced 
to a collectivity. 

3.5. Accepting status quo

Instead of looking for Archimedean points in politics it seems 
more prudent to determine the normative coordinates that should 
stand as a barrier to different types of aberration in politics. Domi-
nation of majority over minority is a distortion of democratic ideal. 
Modern national states, with several exceptions, are construed in a 
way to reflect the culturally biased rules and to determine nation, i. 
e. dominant ethno-cultural group, as a crucial axle of nation-build-
ing process. In this sense, multiculturalism that questions neutral 
character of the modern state correctly diagnoses the status quo and 
detects the flaws of modern constitutionalism. Nevertheless, ‘anam-
nesis and therapy’ of these theories, that include mechanism of col-
lective rights and self-determination, in my view, do not tackle the 
complexity of the issue and might have numerous normative back-
lashes, some of which I have already indicated. 

Multiculturalism seems to accept majority-minority dichotomy as 
inherent to contemporary societies and all of its consequences as a 
byproduct of modern nation and state building. Paradoxically, mul-
ticulturalists seem to justify the imposition of culturally biased rules 
on the state. The solutions that these theories usually dwell on are 
concerned with how to find an autonomous, usually territorial do-
main of political life where minorities will do what majorities have 
already done: impose their rules, ethical and political principles to 
everyone within this domain. Usually, in practice, these guarantees 
are envisaged only for ethno cultural minorities. In other words, it 
seems that for multiculturalism the state is not neutral because it 
cannot be neutral so the by recognizing the autonomous space of 
cultural minorities can proportionally do more justice. 

The ‘emerging consensus’ among liberal nationalists regarding 
the role of culture, and its legitimized use within a national state, 
is nothing else but the acceptance of status quo. Kymlicka makes 
clear that “[u]nder a scheme of liberal nationalism, public institu-
tions may be stamped with a particular national character (i. e. the 
institutions may adopt the language, holidays, and symbols of a 

32 Ann Philips, ibid, 58.
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particular national group)”33 It seems to me that this kind of rea-
soning does not fully realize the fundamentals of modern state. The 
constitutional basis of the contemporary national states is deep-
ly influences by the elements of majoritarian culture. In this way, 
minorities are excluded from a dominant constitutional discourse 
what consequently keeps them out of common citizenship. Nev-
ertheless, I shall be precise here: unified common nature of citi-
zenship is not problematic. What might bring normative troubles 
is the character of that unity which reflects the identity and the 
value system of the dominant group. In other words, it is not the 
form of universal citizenship (as a common set of rights and corre-
sponding allegiances) but rather its content (implicit biased norma-
tive standpoints) that poses a problem. I consider universal citizen-
ship still capable of serving as a tool for vindicating vast spectrum 
of rights once it is deconstructed and its majority imposed features 
are problematized. Believing in equality and fraternity as a promise 
of French citizenship and doing one’s best to see these principles 
work in contemporary context does not necessarily mean subscrib-
ing e. g. to secularism and Enlightment. Citizenship is a dynam-
ic category and its normative dilemmas change throughout its de-
velopment. Universal ideas often ask for debate and requestioning 
but one can clearly distinguish them from imposed, culturally bi-
ased values and identities. 

Constitutional patriotism, in its theoretical elaboration, begins 
with a different conception of political order and its legitimization. 
The source of the legitimate exercise of political power lies in the 
minimal political rules accepted by citizens, including those who 
belong to different ethno-cultural groups. 

In my view, identity minorities are significantly different to mi-
norities in a procedural democratic sense. It is a platitude to state 
that the latter are a common part of everyday political life while 
the former raise serious questions for citizenship and democracy. In 
other words, instead of looking for the invention of various types 
of plural citizenship and atomizing different ‘ethical communities’, 
should we ask how was the common set of political rules and prin-
ciples colonized by dominant ethno-cultural, race, religious or na-
tional group in the first place? Why would it be legitimate for a ma-
jority to impose a value system and build it into the basic political 
structures of the society and impose it to minority groups and in-
dividuals? Unlike common democratic process where you as indi-
vidual expect to swift between majority and minority status, mean-
ing that you consciously accept to be in a win — lose game called 
democracy, the issue with minority identities is different. That is 
to say, as a member of minority group in a state with majoritarian 

33 Will Kymlicka, Politics in the vernacular: nationalism, multiculturalism, and 
citizenship (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 39.
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ethical, political and legal discourses embedded in state’s constitu-
tional identity you are doomed to permanent political defeat. 

It seems that liberal culturalist view often overlooks the very 
essence of political. The politics in contemporary societies focus-
es on reconciling the plurality of worldviews and inventing new 
forms of modus vivendi between groups and citizens in diversity 
of their identities and interests. That is the reason why plurality 
within contemporary societies gained such a pivotal place in po-
litical theory. 

The status quo of contemporary national states conceals diachron-
ic formation of national state. Majoritarian nations conquered pub-
lic space, which, in ideal theory, should equally belong to all citi-
zens, and imposed a specific discourse in the form of sectarian values 
and principles that encroached political life in its totality. In other 
words, the first task of political theory should be to determine the 
legitimacy of these sectarian systems of values. In this regard, some 
of the principles of political liberalism and constitutional patriot-
ism, which to certain points follow its argumentation, in different 
aspects might be a helpful tool for such a task. 

4. Practical issues34 — applying multicultural theories

The issues of multicultural societies and normative principles by 
which those should be organized, pose the underpinning question: 
is a general multicultural theory possible? As Parekh correctly notes 
the political theorist in the past ‘claimed universal validity for their 
vision of good life, models of political unity, theories of rights, jus-
tice, political obligation, equality and so on.’35The societies, societal 
culture, communities etc., as many theorists were pointing out, are 
so different in their worldviews. The relations between minorities 
and majority as we can see differ from state to state, from society to 
society. The histories of intercultural dynamics within states are so 
various that one could hardly propose a normative solution equally 

34 The term practical in this title is a reminiscence of an Aristotelian concept of 
‘practical wisdom’ as ‘a reasoned and true state of capacity to act with regard to 
human goods’. Thus, we should not understand practical here as just an equiva-
lent to feasible or functional. Certainly, all things discussed in this thesis would 
be, according to Aristotle, addressed by practical thinking (praktikê dianoia) 
which is aimed at changeable and contingent and where the truth is defined 
and attained with regard to human action. Modern political theory has subse-
quently inclined towards a rationalist, scientific method, which is still present 
in political science, while its recent developments can hardly be distinguished 
from pure normative philosophy. Both streams, which contemporary political 
thinking employs, somehow depart from Aristotelian view of politics. Never-
theless, contemporary normative theory still has to test its ideas in the phenom-
enal world of everyday political life. Practice, as conceived by Aristotle, remains 
the final test of a theoretical inquiry. 

35 Parekh, Rethinking multiculturalism, p. 9.
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applicable to various minority issues around the globe. How is a 
theory of multicultural citizenship possible then?

The issue of diversified identities within a national state is an 
emerging issue that political theory is trying to reflect. However, 
theories dealing with such a touchy notion of identity and the val-
ue added these bring to general discourse will be measured not only 
by theoretical coherence and the respect for plurality of worldviews, 
but additionally by the empirical implications of its assumptions 
and conclusions.

General, universal and abstract theories of multicultural citizen-
ship fail to correspond to historical and political circumstances. This 
discrepancy between theory and praxis often leads to incoherent ar-
gumentation. Interestingly enough, while these theories try to nar-
row the concept of minorities and limit it to certain groups, they 
still seek for a universal application of their theories. 

Kymlicka’s idea for practical solution of minority issue is based 
on minority-majority dichotomy, for it presupposes that majority 
should grant certain types of rights to minorities, while Parek’s con-
cept is more egalitarian in its outset, putting all cultures in the posi-
tion to deal with the common issues by discussing them using ‘pub-
lic operative values’. 

The problems with Kymlicka’s solution is in the argument con-
struction: if autonomy that stems from the culture is so important 
as the source of choice for the life worth living then why should 
different types of minorities be treated differently? Why would a 
descendant of a migrant in Belgium, already rooted in the life of 
the political community, would have a different status with re-
gard to his Walloon peer if autonomy were that essential? This is 
not to say that differentiated group rights make no sense, or that 
autonomy stemming out from our ‘societal culture’ is not impor-
tant. However, if these two are inherently connected then for the 
cause of justice everybody is to be granted equal treatment, i. e. 
maximum standard of minority rights. That includes immigrants, 
guest workers and everyone who plans to continue his/her life in 
that political community and has legitimate claims for it. Auton-
omy is universal, in liberal interpretation, so it is vital for every-
one and this cannot depend on context. If the autonomy associ-
ated with societal culture cedes to exist or modifies it importance 
in the moment when someone decides or is forced to leave it (in 
the case of emigrants) then I wonder if it is coherent to base the 
whole argument of multiculturalism on it. Obviously, this is an ar-
gument taken to its extreme but it is still a logical interpretation 
of it. Starting with a highly theoretical and vague concept of au-
tonomy and then adjust it to the needs of real-politics is neither 
coherent nor prudent. 

Secondly, granting the right of autonomy to a dominant cultur-
al group on a certain territory does not solve all majority vs. mi-
nority issues. On one hand, it might equally worsen their relations 
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although this argument strongly depends on the case-to-case logics. 
It remains, however the fact that these groups have other questions 
to tackle in the common politics, questioning the existence of ba-
sic social unity necessary for dealing with the common ground is-
sues in a political community. The case of terrorism in a societal-
ly divided Belgium would be one of the examples. On other hand, 
the whole point of multicultural theory lies in the fact that contem-
porary states and regions are not ethnically and culturally homog-
enous, so granting autonomy will inevitably open the issue of new 
minorities within self-governing area. All these assumptions clearly 
stem out from the reality of interethnic relations in their contem-
porary and historical dimension.

The type of inter-cultural dialogue offered by Parekh, a harmonic 
vision of intercultural dialogue leaves us with different unresolved 
questions: (a) what to do with majoritarian discourses that already 
exist within the state — its constitutional and legal system, politi-
cal institutions etc. — are they just and legitimate? (b) who would 
judge the relations between cultures in the case of conflict of par-
adigms and worldviews, or more important which standards shall 
be used for adjudication and finally (c) how are we to deal with re-
mainder majoritarian discourses within a liberal state — its sedi-
ments in constitution, positive law, institutionalized practice, i. e. in 
abovementioned ‘operative public values’? Even though I find plausi-
ble Parekh’s findings on the normative issues of contemporary plu-
ralistic societies and the concept of the selfhood and culture in gen-
eral, one could reasonably doubt that his practical solutions would 
be beneficial to minorities, their need for recognition and equality. 
Clear constitutional guarantees that majority will not use democ-
racy to impose culturally biased rules is a prerequisite that would 
secure a fair and just inter-cultural dialogue, between groups and 
individuals. In my view, this is the element, which some multicul-
tural theories, including Parekh’s, seem to neglect. 

To sum up, both these examples of multicultural citizenship the-
ories, albeit they have different policy proposals, still do not offer a 
satisfactory solution for minority issues. In this part I discussed the 
implications of some multicultural theories, taking the view ‘from 
inside’ — what are the consequences that these theories entail in-
herently. In the next section, I will explore one specific problem re-
lated to the applicability of multicultural theories in a broader con-
text of inter-cultural relations. 

4.1. The dialectics of unity and diversity
Another practical and salient questions of the theories dealing 

with multicultural society, especially having in mind the feasibili-
ty of proposed policies, is the dialectics of cohesion and unity. The 
starting point of all liberal multicultural theories is a national state, 
modern state that should accommodate minorities. The modern state, 
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by definition, should have a more or less unified political authori-
ty and give a consensual umbrella to the diversified collective eth-
ical worldviews. 

These two social values, diversity and unity, stand on seemingly 
opposite ends and rekindle the never-ending debate in political the-
ory how to reconcile this issues. Just like liberty versus security or 
liberty versus equality, diversity and unity are a mutually depend-
ent pair of values that need to be taken together in consideration. 
Unlike the mentioned pairs, unity and diversity are not only mutu-
ally dependent but also directly proportionate. It would be hard to 
conceive a highly diversified society with no cohesion. That would 
rather be what Amartia Sen calls ‘pluralistic monoculturalism’ ie. a 
compound of divided cultures that barely interact and understand 
among each other. Political elites understand unity as a way to im-
pose a dominant majoritarian discourse and assimilate minority cul-
tures and their values. In deeply divided societies, with little under-
standing for otherness, this might often be the case. Nevertheless, it 
is possible to conceive unity as an inherently positive category that 
fosters and strengthens the diversity.

Multiculturalism, in its deliberation on the politics of plural so-
cieties, though primarily focused on diversity and particularity, does 
not forget the importance of unity and solidarity in contemporary 
societies. Multicultural society should, according to Parekh, ‘foster 
a strong sense of unity and common belonging among its citizens, 
as otherwise it cannot act as a united community able to take and 
enforce collectively binding decision and regulate and resolve con-
flicts.’36 For Parekh, cohesion is a prerequisite for holding the soci-
ety together and ‘nurture its diversity’. ‘Identifying the bases of so-
cial unity in multination states is’ as Kymlicka concedes, ‘one of the 
most pressing tasks facing liberals today’37In his view ‘despite these 
long-standing mutual suspicions, it is increasingly recognized that 
any plausible or attractive political theory must attend to both the 
claim of ethnocultural minorities and the promotion of responsi-
ble democratic citizenship’38. How this ideal of unitary overarch-
ing citizenship can accommodate the ethical specificity of ethno 
cultural and other minorities that these authors stress, remains to 
be a question. 

In next chapters, I advocate that constitutional democracies de-
fined in a form constitutional patriotism might provide us with the 
answer. The main line of argumentation lies on the presumption that 
the minimal political consensus provided by constitutional patriot-
ism, beyond the discursive constitutional aberrations of the national 
state, allows for the recognition of the various group identities and 

36 Parekh, Rethinking multiculturalism, p. 196.
37 Kymlicka, Multicultural citizenship, p. 7.
38 Will Kymlicka and W. J. Norman, Citizenship in diverse societies (Oxford: Ox-

ford University Press, 2000), p. 1.
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their inclusion in a common citizenship framework, on an equal 
footing. The unity, as a corollary value to diversity, in this theoretical 
conception renders constitutional consensus a safeguard of normative 
neutrality of political and legal order to all groups and individuals. 

5. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have dealt with the issues related to the argu-
mentation of liberal culturalism. I tried to support the claim that 
liberal culturalism, notwithstanding the correct detection of the 
principal problems of plural societies, does not propose correct an-
swers to these problems. Moreover, through an evaluative inquiry, I 
tried to detect the problematic and pernicious consequences of cul-
tural liberalism. 

For Rawls in A theory of justice, the concept of justice was the 
Archimedean point in the kaleidoscope of politics. It seems that 
communitarians and, in a more sophisticated way, liberal cultural-
ist found a new focal point in a vague concept of culture. Devel-
oping the nuanced concept of the political goes definitely beyond 
the scope of this dissertation. Nevertheless, the history of political 
thought teaches us that the reduction of political to either abstract, 
universalistic (ethical, metaphysical etc.) or empirical concepts and 
notions (nation, labor, race, law e. g.) proved to give not only stat-
ic but also erroneous answers to this complex and dynamic sphere 
of human activity. This ‘ontology’ of politics, its inherent nature, is 
crucial if we want to make some conclusions regarding its actors, 
processes and institutions. 

In contemporary societies, politics is constituted by the inter-
action of various individuals, groups and institution that are often 
substantially different among themselves, in their identities, inter-
ests, worldviews etc. All minimally democratic and liberal societies 
are prone to human and societal diversity. The birthplace of West-
ern political thought is the world of Ancient Greece and its dialog-
ical culture. In other words, empirical fact of diversity renders the 
need for politics and these two are dialectically interconnected. In-
ter-subjectivity, dialogue and compromise would make no sense if 
agents would not differ in their identity and motivations. In oth-
er words, diversity of cultures does not necessarily impede politics, 
even though it is often an excuse for doing so. 

The theorists within multicultural theories I have explored, pri-
marily Kymlicka, tacitly concede that majority is legitimately im-
posing its culturally biased rules on state apparatus, laws and insti-
tutions. In their view, a remedy would be giving different forms of 
autonomy for the minorities in the form of group rights, territori-
al autonomy etc. This view, as I have shown, overlooks the need for 
recognition coming from the groups whose source of identity cannot 
be found in national or territorial key. These groups, following the 
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essence of identity politics and concern for minority issues, must be 
part of a normative theoretical consideration. Besides, minorities do 
not have to be necessarily territorially or politically organized to be 
minorities. Their need for recognition might only indirectly use po-
litical and social mechanisms (lobbying, party organization, NGO 
activism) but this should not prevent us from reflecting on their per-
spectives on citizenship and the way to make justice to their claims.

The second part was dealing with the ossification of culture as 
a by-product of national liberalism, cultural liberalism and similar 
theories. This part explains why reducing politics in its complexi-
ty to indeterminate and broad notion such as culture or ‘univalent’ 
concepts of ethnicity and nation is wrong. It does not mean that 
these parts of human experience do not matter at all. However, their 
use in normative political philosophy should undergo a necessary 
critical scrutiny. Once the culture or ethnicity gains normative val-
ue, we might expect socially constructed identities while authentici-
ty of self-understanding and necessary epistemological prerequisites 
might be lost. If authenticity and self-respect were the initial val-
ues one wants to preserve in the politics of multiculturalism, then 
legal and political imposition of culturalism might be its dead-end. 

The final point deals with status quo — the state of affairs in most 
national states of Western world. Multiculturalism accepts value biased 
national state as legitimate and instead of questioning the grounds of 
political order, it offers remedies in the form of minority rights. Liber-
al and constitutional norms, in the view of liberal culturalism, reflect 
the axiological principles inherent to culture (or nation). Moreover, 
some of its foundation points — that separated cultures are unique 
sources of autonomy and other political values, leads argumentation 
into vicious circle. One of the echoes of this issue lies in the prob-
lem of adjudication. Specifically, all theories show great respect and 
concern for the plurality and diversity within society. So-called il-
liberal minorities pose the only problem. The theories I refer to have 
one goal in common: the suppression of illiberal practices. However, 
there is no clear answer to who and how would judge these practise. 
In other words, what kind of political or legal institution would do 
it? In my view, the sense of vagueness in normative implications of 
these theories should raise concern whether the minority interest, or 
the interest of individual belonging to internal minority, shall those 
theories become a political program, would be adequately protected. 

In the last part, I take a consequentialist, practice-oriented view 
on the prudence of liberal culturalism theories. Namely, the stud-
ies of minorities and multiculturalism in general represent only a 
part of the complex political puzzle called citizenship in its dia-
chronical/synchronical, local/global, redistribution/recognition par-
adigms. A functional conception of a just citizenship that can ac-
commodate ethical and other specificities of the groups in need of 
recognition remains to be more of an ideal for liberal culturalism 
than its sensible project. 
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Predrag Zenović

Normativni nedostaci liberalnog kulturalizma

U ovom radu analiziraju se normativni problemi liberalnog kul-
turalizma. Osnovno polazište rada je da, premda nudi utemeljenu 
kritiku nacionalne države, liberalni kulturalizam ne odgovara na 
neka od važnih pitanja političke teorije. Prateći strukturu većine 
teorija liberalnog kulturalizma, autor njihove nedostatke dijeli u tri 
klase: metodološke, epistemološke i praktičke. Metodološki nedo-
staci se tiču problema definicija i pitanja primata kod metodološ-
kog individualizma i kolektivizma. Epistemološki problemi opsta-
ju u načinu na koji liberalni kulturalizam razumijeva kulturu kroz 
njenu esencijalizaciju, svodeći političko na kulturno, stvaranjem „ap-
solutnih identiteta” i dr. U posljednjem dijelu, autor se usredsređu-
je na praktičke nedostatke koji proističu iz normativnih stanovišta 
liberalnog kulturalizma.

Ključne riječi: liberalni kulturalizam, multikulturalizam, apso-
lutni identiteti, manjine, zajednica, priznanje, nacionalizam




