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In June 1995, Véclav Havel, the president of the Czech Re-
public, addressed graduating Harvard seniors on the theme of the
new global civilization spreading around the world. “This civiliza-
tion,” said Havel, “is immensely fresh, young, new and fragile. ...
In essence, this new, single epidermis of world civilization merely
covers or conceals the immense variety of cultures, of peoples, of
religious worlds, of historical traditions and historically formed at-
titudes, all of which in a sense lie ‘beneath’ it.” He noted the irony
that the spread of globalization was accompanied by new forms of
resistance and struggle and demands for “the right to worship . ..
ancient Gods and obey ancient divine injunctions.” A world civili-
zation would not be worthy of its name, he declared, if it could not
do justice to the “individuality of different spheres of culture and
civilization.” The new global civilization had to understand itself
“as a multicultural and multipolar one” (Havel 1995).

Indeed, as Havel has reminded us, our contemporary con-
dition is marked by the emergence of new forms of identity politics
all around the globe. These new forms complicate and increase cen-
‘uries-old tensions between the universalistic principles ushered in
by the American and French Revolutions and the particularities of
nationality, ethnicity, religion, gender, “race,” and language. Such
identity-driven struggles are taking place not only at the thresholds
and borders of new nation-states, which are emerging out of the
disintegration of regional regimes like Soviet-style communism in
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East Central Europe and Central Asia, or in continents like Africa,
where the nation-state, a fragile institution with roots barely half a
century old, is crumbling in Rwanda, Uganda, and the Congo,
among others. But similar struggles are also occurring within the
boundaries of older liberal democracies. Since the late 1970s de-
mands for the recognition of identities based on gender, race, lan-
guage, ethnic background, and sexual orientation have been chal-
lenging the legitimacy of established constitutional democracies.

Reflecting a social dynamic we have hardly begun to com-

prehend, global integration is proceeding alongside sociocultural
disintegration, the resurgence of various separatisms, and interna-
tional terrorism. Of course, this is not the first time in human his-
tory that economic, cultural, and social homogenization have met
resistance and subversion, protest and resignification by those con-
cerned to guard the autonomy of their ways of life and value sys-
tems. We need only remind ourselves of the resistance of working
and peasant classes to the advent of early industrial capitalism in
Western Europe. Yet wether we call the current movements “strug-
gles for recognition”(Charles Taylor, Nancy Fraser, and Axel Hon-
neth), “identity/difference movements,” (Iris Young, William Con-
nolly), or “movements for cultural rights and multicultural
citizenship” (Will Kymlicka), they signal a new political imaginary
that propels cultural identity issues in the broadest sense to the
forefront of political discourse.

In this book I address the challenges posed to the theory
and practice of liberal democracies by the coexistence of these vari-
ous movements in the same temporal and political space—the
“strange multiplicity” of our times, as James Tully has called it
(1995). Defending a view that cultures are constituted through con-
tested practices, I argue that the response to this “strange multiplic-
ity” has been a premature normativism in much contemporary po-
litical theory, that is, an all-too-quick reification of given group
identities, a failure to interrogate the meaning of cultural identity,
and a turning away from the sociological and historical literature
on these topics, which are dominated by methodological “con-
structivism.” This premature normativism has resulted in hasty
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olicy recommendations that i i isti
wmmﬂm H.M: 0 run the risk of freezing existing group
j In contrast I propose a deliberative democratic model that
permits maximum cultural contestation within the public sphere, in
and through the institutions and associations of civil society. While
defending constitutional and legal universalism at the level of the
_wo:g ['also argue that certain kinds of legal pluralism and institu-
tional power-sharing through regional and local parliaments are
perfectly compatible with deliberative democratic approaches.

I distinguish the vocation of the democratic theorist from that
of the multiculturalist theorist, without disputing that most multi-
culturalists fully support democratic practices and institutions. The
emphasis as well as the ordering of our principles are different.
Most democratic theorists welcome and support struggles for rec-
ognition and identity/difference movements to the degree to
which they are movements for democratic inclusion, greater social
and political justice, and cultural fluidity. But movements for main-
taining the purity or distinctiveness of cultures seem to me irrecon-
ciliable with both democratic and more basic epistemological con-
siderations. Philosophically, I do not believe in the purity of
cultures, or even in the possibility of identifying them as meaning-
fully discrete wholes. I think of cultures as complex human prac-
tices of signification and representation, of organization and attri-
bution, which are internally riven by conflicting narratives. Cul-
tures are formed through complex dialogues with other cultures.
In most cultures that have attained some degree of internal differ-
m:n...u&ou. the dialogue with the other(s) is internal rather than
extrinsic to the culture itself.

If we accept the internal complexity and essential con-
testability of cultures, then struggles for recognition that expand
democratic dialogue by denouncing the exclusivity and hierarchy
of existing cultural arrangements deserve our support. Culturalist
movements can be critical and subversive to the degree that they
are motivated by other than conservationist impulses, It matters a
great deal whether we defend culturalist demands because we
want to preserve minority cultures within the liberal-democratic
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state or because we want to expand the circle of democratic inclu-
sion. Unlike the multiculturalist, the democratic theorist accepts
that the political incorporation of new groups into established soci-
eties will result most likely in the hybridization of cultural legacies
on both sides. Modern individuals may choose to continue or
subvert their cultural traditions; equally, immigrants may be in-
corporated into the majority culture through processes of bound-
ary crossing, boundary blurring, or boundary shifting between domi-
nant and minority cultures (see Zolberg and Long 1999). In short,
democratic inclusion and the continuity and conservation of cul-
tures need not be mutually exclusive. If one must choose, I value
the expansion of democratic inclusion and equality over the
preservation of cultural distinctiveness, but often one can attain
both in some measure. Democratic equality and deliberative prac-
tices are quite compatible with cultural experimentation and with
new legal and institutional designs that accommodate cultural
pluralism.

I bring a comparative cultural, linguistic, and political per-
spective to this discussion, drawing from cultural politics in Spain
as well as the Netherlands, Canada as well as Turkey. A compara-
tive perspective sensitizes us to how movements and demands of
the same kind in one country may bear quite different meanings
and yield different results in another. Multicultural justice emerges
at the interstices of such conflicts and paradoxes; there are no easy

 ways to reconcile either in theory or in practice rights of individual

liberty with rights of collective cultural self-expression. Taking my
cue from contemporary cultural conflicts concerning women'’s and
children'’s rights, I suggest how a vibrant deliberative democratic
society may succeed in realizing opportunities for maximum cul-
tural self-ascription and collective intergroup justice.

Throughout this discussion, empirical and normative con-
siderations are woven together to show that, within a deliberative
democratic model, sensitivity to the politics of culture and a strong
universalist position are not incompatible. Against attempts by
other theorists to sacrifice either cultural politics or normative uni-
versalism, I argue that a modernist view of cultures as contested
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creations of meaning and a universalist view of deliberative democ-
racy complement one another.

On a more personal note: Since writing Situating the Self:
Gender, Community, and Postmodernism in Contemporary Ethics (1992),
[ have argued that moral and political universalism, properly inter-
preted, are not irreconciliable with the recognition of, respect for,
and democratic negotiation of certain forms of difference. In the
past, I have tried to make this case by showing how universalism
could be rendered sensitive and receptive to gender differences. In
this book, I address forms of difference origiriating mainly through
shared life-forms and cultural practices: Not gender but culture is in
the forefront of my considerations, although, as I argue, there is a
profound and unavoidable connection between cultural diversity
and gender-related differences (see chap. 4 below).

g o 2 o

This book begins in a philosophical vein. The introduction and
chapter 2 develop the philosophical aspects of my concepts of cul-
ture, narrative, and human identities, as well as outlining the per-
spective of complex cultural dialogues. I try to show that my vision
of cultures as essentially contested and internally riven narratives
is compatible with a commitment to discourse ethics. Since there is
a great deal of skepticism that normative universalism and a plural-
ist and contestatory view of cultures can be reconciled at all, chap-
ter 2 asks the question, Is univeralism ethocentric? After answering
in the negative, I take issue with philosophies of strong incommen-
surability for their incoherence at best and self-contradictions at
worst. Having clarified some of the metaphilosophical issues that
have plagued debates about cultural relativism, I turn in chapters
3 and 4 to the politics of identity/difference in a global context.
Chapter 3 focuses on the much-noted paradigm change in contem-
porary politics from redistribution to recognition, and considers
three theories of cultural recognition, namely, those of Charles Tay-
lor, Will Kymlicka, and Nancy Fraser. While I consider cultural
preservationist premises that govern some of Taylor’s and Kym-
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licka’s stands on these questions unacceptable, I agree with Fraser
that recognition of cultural identities can be seen as matters of uni-
versal justice. However, conflicts around the rights of women and
children who are members of minority cultural nations or immi-
grant groups within liberal democracies enable us to see most
clearly the moral and political choices involved in advocating the
preservation of traditional cultural identities over and above indi-
vidual rights. Chapter 4, “Multiculturalism and Gendered Citizen-
ship,” discusses these dilemmas in the context of three case studies:
cultural defense cases in U.S. criminal law; the impact of the per-
sonal family code upon the lives of Muslim women in India; and
the “scarf affair” in contemporary France.

Chapter 5 expands the model of a dual-track conception of
deliberative democracy, which stresses the task of official legisla-
tive, political, and adjudicative institutions in civil societies as well
as the role of unofficial citizens’ associations, public interest groups,
and social movements in the public sphere. I defend this model
against other attempts in contemporary thought, like John Rawls’s
“overlapping consensus,” Brian Barry’s “liberal egalitarianism,”
and the “multicultural jurisdictions” perspective defended by Aye-
let Shachar. I argue that a dual-track approach to multicultural is-
sues and conflicts is a more viable route than ones proposed by
these alternative theories, which tend to focus on the official public

sphere to the exclusion of a more civil society-based model of cul-
" tural learning through cultural conflict. I also maintain that federa-
tive institutions as well as certain forms of multicultural jurisdic-
tion that do not undermine the principles of individual and public
autonomy are perfectly compatible with deliberative democracy.

Chapter 6 centers around the transformations of the institu-
tion of citizenship in contemporary Europe. Europe today is caught
between the unifying and centralizing forces of the European
Union on the one hand and the forces of multiculturalism, immi-
gration, and cultural separatisms on the other. By focusing on the
condition of Europe’s Third Country Nationals, who are residents
within the European Union countries but not citizens, I analyze the
problematic interdependence of nationality and citizenship in the
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development of the modern nation-state. I argue that what we are
witnessing at the level of European institutions is a “disaggregation
effect,” through which the various components of citizenship, like
collective identity, political rights, and the entitlement to social ben-
efits, are being pulled apart. Contemporary multiculturalist move-
ments are players in this larger transformation away from the insti-
tutions of unitary citizenship and sovereignty toward “flexible
citizenship” and “dispersed sovereignty.” I conclude with some ob-
servations about the consequences of these transformations on the
potential for democratic citizenship in a global civilization.

O O 0O o0

Although this book was finished in the summer of 2001, prior to
the events of September 11, many of the issues discussed have, if
anything, gained more salience since the attacks on the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon. The condition of Muslim men, women,
and children in contemporary European liberal democracies, as
well as the situation of the Muslim women in India and Israel,
which practice multicultural jurisdictional models, are central to
my considerations. By paying attention to the dilemmas and per-
plexities created by the attempts of these groups to retain their cul-
tural integrity within the institutional boundaries of secular, liberal-
democratic states, we can gain some appreciation for the root
causes of the discontent harvested by international terrorist net-
works for their own ends. Neither the normative nor the institu-
tional answers as to how to reconcile the wishes of religious and
ethnic Muslim communities to continue their traditional ways of
life while living in a culture of liberal-democratic universalism are
easily available. Some have drawn the conclusion that coexistence
is neither possible nor desirable; but the great majority of Muslim
people all over the world, as well as others in whose midst they
live, are caught in a democratic learning experiment. In this demo-
cratic experiment, the claims of cultures to retain their variety, and
to “worship . . . ancient Gods and obey ancient divine injunctions,”
as Vaclav Havel reminds us, meet and intermingle within the con-
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6 .+ CHAPTER 1

Narayan puzzles over “how and why this particular practice, mar-
ginal to many Hindu communities let alone Indian ones, came to
be regarded as a central Indian tradition” (1997, 61). Her answer,
based on recent historiography of colonial India, is that the mean-
ing and status of sati as a tradition emerged out of negotiations be-
tween British colonials and local Indian elites. The colonial admin-
istrators, who were driven by their own moral and civilizational
revulsion when confronted with this practice, were equally intent
that their outlawing of this practice not lead to political unrest. So
they investigated the status of sati as a “religious practice,” assum-
ing that if it had religious sanction, it would be unwise to abolish
it; if it did not, then its abolition could be approved by local elites
themselves (62). To determine whether a practice had a religious
basis, in turn, meant finding a justification for it in religious scrip-
ture. Reasoning analogically that in Hinduism the relationship of
scripture to practice was like that in Christianity, British colonial
powers trusted accounts of documents produced by Indian pundits
(religious scholars) as codifying in effect the interpretation of tradi-
tion. But since Hinduism, unlike Christianity, does not have a core
spiritual text, “the question of where to look for such scriptural evi-
dence was hardly self-evident. The interpretive task was not made
any easier by the fact that there seemed to be few, if any, clear and
unambiguous textual endorsements of sati” (200). A long historical
process of cultural interventions and negotiations ironed out incon-
sistencies in the accounts of local elites about various myths sur-

_ rounding the practice of sati. Religious stories in relation to existing
practices were codified, and, above all, discrepancies in local Hindu
traditions that varied not only from region to region but between
the various castes as well were homogenized.

Culture presents itself through narratively contested ac-
counts for two principal reasons. First, human actions and relations
are formed through a double hermeneutic: We identify what we do
through an account of what we do; words and deeds are equipri-
mordial, in the sense that almost all socially significant human ac-
tion beyond scratching one’s nose is identified as a certain type of
doing through the accounts the agents and others give of that doing,.
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This is so even when, and especially when, there is disagreement
between doer and observer. The second reason why culture pre-
sents itself through contested accounts is that not only are human
actions and interactions constituted through narratives that to-
gether form a “web of narratives” (Arendt [1958] 1973), but they
are also constituted through the actors’ evaluative stances toward
their doings. In other words, there are second-order narratives
entailing a certain normative attitude toward accounts of first-
order deeds. What we call “culture” is the horizon formed by these
evaluative stances, through which the infinite chain of space-time
sequences is demarcated into “good” and “bad,” “holy” and “pro-
fane,” “pure” and “impure.” Cultures are formed through binaries
because human beings live in an evaluative universe.!

The demarcations of cultures and of the human groups
that are their carriers are extremely contested, fragile as well as deli-
cate. To possess the culture means to be an insider. Not to be accul-
turated in the appropriate way is to be an outsider. Hence the
boundaries of cultures are always securely guarded, their narra-
tives purified, their rituals carefully monitored. These boundaries
circumscribe power in that they legitimize its use within the group.

Sociological constructivism does not suggest that cultural
differences are shallow or somehow unreal or “fictional.” Cultural
differences run very deep and are very real. The imagined bound-
aries between them are not phantoms in deranged minds; imagina-
tion can guide human action and behavior as well as any other
cause of human action. Yet the student of human affairs should
never take groups’ and individuals’ cultural narratives at face
value. Rather, to explain human behavior, the student should seek
to understand the totality of circumstances of which culture is an
aspect. This is obvious and would not need repeating were con-
structivism not frequently misidentified with the view that any-
thing goes and that symbols and representations can be shuffled
like cards in a deck. In truth, cultural narrative, change, and innova-
tion have their own logics.

Sociological constructivism leads me to the conviction that
strong multiculturalism, or what has been called mosaic multicultur-
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alism, is wrong, empirically as well as normatively, and that inter-
cultural justice between human groups should be defended in the
name of justice and freedom and not of an elusive preservation of
cultures. By strong or mosaic multiculturalism I mean the view that
human groups and cultures are clearly delineated and identifiable
entities that coexist, while maintaining firm boundaries, as would
pieces of a mosaic. By contrast, it is not a visual but an auditory
metaphor that guides my understanding of a complex cultural dia-
logue. We should view human cultures as constant creations, re-
creations, and negotiations of imaginary boundaries between “we"”’
and the “other(s).” The “other” is always also within us and is one
of us. A self is a self only because it distinguishes itself from a real,
or more often than not imagined, “other.” Struggles for recognition
among individuals and groups are really efforts.to negate the status
of “otherness,” insofar as otherness is taken to entail disrespect,
domination, and inequality. Individuals and groups struggle to at-
tain respect, self-worth, freedom, and equality while also retaining
some sense of selfhood. Whether in the psyche of the individual or
in the imagined community of a nation, it is very difficult to accept
the “other” as deeply different while recognizing his/her funda-
mental human equality and dignity. I argue that the task of demo-
cratic equality is to create impartial institutions in the public sphere
and civil society where this struggle for the recognition of cultural
differences and the contestation for cultural narratives can take
place without domination.

Nationalist ideologies and movements reject the constitu-
tive “otherness” at the source of all culture; more often than not,
they seek to “purge” the culture of its impure or foreign elements
and thus render it whole again. Ironically, nationalisms reverse the
participant/observer perspective, in that the adherents and ideo-
logues of nationalist movements attempt to create forced unity out
of diversity, coherence out of inconsistencies, and homogeneity out
of narrative dissonance.

In his essay “DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Mar-
gins of the Modern Nation,” Homi K. Bhabha lays bare the narra-
tive strategies and tropes through which nationalist ideologies are
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constructed. “The “scraps, patches and rags’ of daily life,” Bhabha
writes, referring to a phrase of Ernst Gellner,

must be repeatedly turned into the signs of a coherent national cul-
ture, while the very act of the narrative performance interpolates a
growing circle of national subjects. In the production of nation as nar-
ration, there is a split between the continuist, accumulative temporal-
ity of the pedagogical, and the repetitious, recursive strategy of the
performative. It is through this process of splitting that the concep-
tual ambivalence of modern society becomes the site of writing the
nation.” (1994, 145-46; the first emphasis mine; second emphasis in
the text)

What Bhabha names the “continuist, accumulative temporality of
the pedagogical” refers to narrative strategies, to the writing, pro-
duction, and teaching of histories, myths, and other collective tales,
through which the nation as one represents itself as a continuous
unit. In such strategies of representation, “the people” is consti-
tuted as one. Time is rendered homogeneous, in that the conflicting,
irreconcilable, often contradictory and illogical daily narratives and
experiences of individuals and collectivities are re-presented as as-
pects, elements, stages, or in Hegelian language, as “moments,” of
a unified narrative. The “recursive strategy of the performative,”
by contrast, is the invention by intellectuals and ideologues, artists
and politicians, of narrative and representational strategies through
which the “nation’s self-generation” is reenacted. What Homi
Bhahba names the “pedagogical” and the “performative” aspects
of the national narrative have somehow to hang or fit together. It
is precisely this fit that the student of human affairs tries to explain.

Let me give an example that would be quite unfamiliar to
European and North American students of nationalism. The cre-
ation of modern Turkey through the reforms of Kemal Ataturk can
be viewed as a paradigmatic example of civic nationalism. In order
to forge a new civic identity out of the old Ottoman Empire, which
prided itself in being composed of seventy-two millets (peoples or
nations in the nonterritorial sense of the term), Ataturk had to posi-
dion the new nation in opposition to the Persian and Arab legacies
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 that dominated the cultural life of the empire. In a radically con-

structivist gesture, Ataturk abolished the old script, which was
written in Arabic letters and was a mélange of Persian, Turkish, and
Arabic, in 1923 and created a new official language, using a modi-
fied version of the Latin alphabet and the vocabulary of the vernac-
ular Turkish, spoken in the countryside as well as the city, albeit
with different accents. In abolishing the old Arabic alphabet and
choosing the Latin script, Ataturk was combining the pedagogical
and the performative in a most interesting way.

The new alphabet, this primary instrument of the pedagogy
of the nation, reinforced a certain new identity by contributing to
the resolution of the identity conflicts that had plagued the Otto-
man Empire since the eighteenth century. These had been caused
by the fact that the Ottomans, while ruling a Muslim empire, con-
trolled significant parts of Europe in the regions of Greece and the
Balkans and thus acted as a bridge between Europe and the Orient,
the West and the East. Ataturk simply chose the West, expressing
this most dramatically by abolishing the cultural and literary me-
dium in which the Muslim elite of the empire had expressed itself.
Here, clearly, “the cultural shreds and patches used by nationalism”
(Gellner 1983, 56) were not arbitrary historical inventions. They had
to fit together; they had to tell a story and perform a narrative that
made sense, that was plausible and coherent, and that motivated
people to the point that they were willing to sacrifice their lives for
it. It is also the case that such collective narratives can cease to make

* sense, cohere, motivate, or hold people together. Such appears to

be the case in contemporary Turkey, where the dominant ideology
of Kemalism has fallen out of grace, and new and competing collec-
tive narratives are clamoring to take its place.

o o o o

I want to emphasize that sociological constructivism is a very broad
concept in social theory that can cover distinct methodological
strategies, ranging from postmodernism to critical social theory,
from postcolonial studies to Marxist or non-Marxist functionalism.
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Very often, constructivist strategies have failed to explain identity-
based movements, in that they do not account for the “fit” between
the cultural shreds and patches that movements and militants pick
up from the culture around them and the more enduring identity
dilemmas and options these shreds and patches appear to resolve.’
Identity /difference politics is afflicted by the paradox of wanting
to preserve the purity of the impure, the immutability of the histori-
cal, and the fundamentalness of the contingent. Constructivism en-
lightens us about the processes that transform each of the first
terms in these pairs of opposites into the second. A social con-
structivism that considers the interplay between structural and cul-
tural imperatives is possible as well as desirable: Throughout this
book I will try to keep in view the functional/structural impera-
tives of material systems of action like the economy, bureaucracy,
and various social technologies on the one hand, and the symbolic-

representative imperatives of systems of cultural signification on
the other.

DISCOURSE ETHICS AND MULTICULTURALISM

My reflections on the cultural politics of capitalist societies follow
the broad normative principles I developed in Situating the Self
(1992). Expanding there on the program of a communicative or dis-
course ethics, I stipulated norms of universal respect and egalitarian
reciprocity as guiding principles of human interaction. With Juergen
Habermas, I hold that only those norms and normative institutional
arrangements can be deemed valid only if all who would be af-
fected by their consequences can be participants in a practical dis-
course through which the norms are adopted. Norms of universal
respect and egalitarian reciprocity already undergird practices of
discursive argumentation: they must be presupposed in some form
for practical discourses. This reflects not a vicious circle but a virtu-
ous one: Moral and political dialogues begin with the presumption
of respect, equality, and reciprocity between the participants. We
engage in discourses with an assumed background, and we under-
stand that these norms apply to all participants. Through dis-
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courses, the participants subject these assumed background inter-
pretations to intersubjective validation. Discourses are procedures
of recursive validation through which abstract norms and principles
are concretized and legitimized. We may all claim that we respect
one another, but we cannot know what such respect requires or en-
tails in the face of deep cultural conflicts; while some of us may
consider certain practices and judgments an affront to human dig-
nity, others may consider our evaluations a species of ethnocentric
imperialism. Practical discourses, in the broadest sense, include
moral discourses about universal norms of justice, ethical discourses
about forms of the good life, and political-pragmatic discourses
about the feasible. These are dialogic processes through which we
not only concretize and contextualize the meaning of such norms;
we also determine what kind of a problem is being debated. Very
often, moral dialogue is necessary to identify an issue as one of leg-
islation rather than morality, of aesthetics rather than politics. Parti-
cipants must not only reach understanding of the norms in ques-
tion; they also must share a situational understanding of these
norms’ intended applications. Discourses in multicultural societies
often require negotiation of such shared, situational understand-
ings. What kind of practice we think a specific cultural practice is—
religious or aesthetic, moral or legal—will determine which norms
we think should apply to it.

Let me illustrate again with reference to sati. The British co-
lonial administratuion, cooked in the cauldron of the religious wars
in Europe that had pitted Protestants against Catholics, Anglicans
against both, and sectarian and millenarian movements against all,
sought to apply to India the lessons of religious tolerance as prac-
ticed in the modern European secular state. As long as a practice
was considered central to one’s religion, some tolerance was to be
shown. But if it was not religious but merely cultural, in the sense
that members of the same religion felt free to engage in it or not,
colonial administrators presumed that it should be less protected
from colonial intervention, especially if the practice in question
could also be considered odious and offensive to human dignity.

T
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Most liberal democracies still operate with some version of this dis-
tinction between cultural and religious practices, and between cen-
tral and subsidiary practices of a religion.® My point here is not to
challenge this distinction; I want to stress that very often we do not
know what type of practice is in question, for we do not share a com-
mon understanding of the disputed practice itself. Is it religion, cul-
ture, or morality? What if it is all, or none? What if its meaning
shifts and changes with social and cultural interactions, across time
and within shared space? (This is precisely what is taking place
now around the practice of “veiling” in different communities of
Muslim women, in countries of immigration as well as in their own
societies.) In other words, practices themselves are often resigni-
fied. Practical discourses are processes through which such resigni-
fications can unfold. Attention to such processes of resignification
and narrative retelling will alter the line between the universaliza-
ble content of moral discourses and the ethical discourses of the
good life without erasing it altogether.

Discourse ethics has one distinctive virtue when compared
with other variants of contractarian and universalist models of
normative validity: its participants feel free to introduce into the
dialogue their life-world moral dilemmas and conflicts without any
constraints imposed by counterfactual experiments and idealiza-
tions. Discourses do not prescribe the content of moral argument
through thought experiments or definitional boundary drawings
between the public and the private. Furthermore, individuals’
needs as well as principles, life stories as well as moral judgments,
can be freely shared with others, but discourse participants may
also keep “private” aspects of their personal narratives they prefer
not to share. There is no obligation to self-disclosure in the discur-
sive space.

The lack of idealized strictures on discursive content and a
greater need for the possibility of individual self-presentations
within communicative ethics led me in an earlier work to distin-
guish universalist from substitutionalist universalisms (Benhabib
1992). The latter, like those of Immanuel Kant and John Rawls, pro-
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signification. Politically, the right to cultural self-expression needs
to be grounded upon, rather than considered an alternative to, uni-
versally recognized citizenship rights.

UNIVERSALISM IN CONTEMPORARY
PHILOSOPHICAL DEBATES

The term universalism can stand for several clusters of views.

1. It may signify the philosophical belief that there is a fundamental
human nature or human essence that defines who we are as humans.
Some may say, as did most philosophers of the eighteenth century,
that human nature consists of stable and predictable passions and
dispositions, instincts and emotions, all of which can be studied.
Thomas Hobbes, David Hume, and Adam Smith, but also Claude-
Adrien Helvétius and Baron Paul-Henri Diterich d’"Holbach come to
mind here. Others may argue that there is no fixed human nature
(Rousseau), or that even if there were, it would be irrelevant to de-
termining what is most essential about us as humans (Kant): namely,
our capacity to formulate and to live by universalizable moral princi-
ples. Still others, like Jean-Paul Sartre, may repudiate empirical psy-
chology, philosophical anthropology, and rationalist ethics, and
maintain that what is universal about the human condition is that
we are doomed to choose for ourselves and create meaning and
value through our actions in a universe that would otherwise be de-
void of both. Although most philosophical universalists are essen-
tialists, the example of Sartre shows that they need not be. They can
be existentialists, instead.

2. Universalism in contemporary philosophical debates has come to
mean, most prominently, a justification strategy. Questioning
whether there can be an “impartial,” “objective,” and “neutral” phil-
osophical reason, hermeneuticists like Hans-Georg Gadamer, strong
contextualists like Richard Rorty, postmodern skeptics like Jean-
Frangois Lyotard, and power/knowledge theorists like Michel Fou-
cault maintain that all justificatory strategies, all pretenses to philo-
sophical objectivity, are trapped within historical horizons and in

1S UNIVERSALISM ETHNOCENTRIC?

cultural, social, and psychological currents. In Thomas McCarthy's
words, these philosophers advocate a “critique of impure reason”
(1991, 43-76).

Opposed to them are universalists like Karl Otto-Apel, Hilary Put-
nam, Juergen Habermas, Ronald Dworkin, Thomas Nagel, Thomas
Scanlon, and John Rawls (at least in his Theory of Justice). These justi-
ficatory universalists may not be essentialists: some may entertain
very few rock-bottom beliefs about human nature and psychology.
But they all share strong beliefs in the normative content of human
reason—that is, in the validity of procedures of inquiry, evidence,
and questioning that have been considered the cognitive legacy of
Western philosophy since the Enlightenment. Impartiality, objectiv-
ity, intersubjective verification of results, arguments and data, con-
sistency of belief, and self-reflexivity minimally define this norma-
tive content.

3. Universalism is not only a term in cognitive inquiry; equally
significantly, it has a moral meaning. I would associate it with the
principle that all human beings, regardless of race, gender, sexual
preference, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and religious background, are
to be considered moral equals and are therefore to be treated as
equally entitled to moral respect. The hard question in philosophical
ethics today is whether one can defend this moral universalism
without supporting strong cognitive universalism in the senses of
either 1 or 2.

4. Finally, universalism may have a legal meaning. Many who are
skeptical of human nature or rationality, or of philosophical justifi-
cations, may nonetheless urge that the following norms and princi-
ples be accorded universal respect by all legal systems: all human
beings are entitled to certain basic rights, including, minimally, the
rights to life, liberty, security, due process before the law, and free-
dom of speech and association, including freedom of religion and
conscience. Some would add socioeconomic rights, such as the right
to work and to health care, disability, and old-age benefits; others
would insist on participatory democratic, as well as cultural, rights.

Richard Rorty’s defence of “postmodernist bourgeois liberalism,”
for example, fits this model (Rorty 1983). John Rawls’s position in
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The Law of Peoples (1999) is quite consistent with it, as are Jacques
Derrida‘s many interventions against apartheid and on behalf of mi-
norities and civil rights (see Derrida 1992). Rorty, Rawls, and Derrida
all attempt to disassociate legal universalism from essentialism. They
attempt to show that universalism, like justice, can be political with-
out being metaphysical.’ Although I believe that universalism with-
out metaphysics is possible, I question whether moral and legal uni-
versalisms can be defended without a strong commitment to the
normative content of reason.

@ o 0

Let me consider briefly the argument that universalism, however
defined, is a form of ethnocentrism. I will call this position “the
relativism of frameworks,” and I will take some early writings of
Jean-Frangois Lyotard and Richard Rorty as exemplifying it. Frame-
work relativists do not defend the indefensible; they do not argue
that “anything goes” in morality, in the sphere of law, in epistemol-
ogy or ethics. They recognize criteria of validity for action, conduct,
and inquiry in all of these fields. Yet they argue that judgments of
validity are “framework relative,” whether these frameworks are
defined as language games, epistemological worldviews, or ethno-
centric traditions. Furthermore, a preference for one framework
over another cannot be established in universal, rational terms,

+ since such terms themselves would be framework relative.

Against these views, I maintain that framework relativism
fails because the very process of individuating and identifying
frameworks contradicts the claims of framework relativism.
Frameworks could be individuated only if there were framework-
transcending criteria of evaluation, comparison and individuation.
So framework relativists’ strong distinction between being
“within” and “outside” a framework cannot be maintained. Estab-
lishing this point alone is not sufficient to help us decide which set
of framework-transcending criteria ought to be defended over oth-
ers. Independent arguments would then be needed to defend such
criteria in turn. This chapter develops only some epistemic argu-

B i
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ments to further strengthen the model of complex cultural dia-
logues advocated in the Introduction. My model of complex cul-
tural dialogue and discursive ethics is further developed in
chapters 3, 4, and 5.

THE CHALLENGE OF RELATIVISM

Contemporary philosophical arguments about relativism often pro-
ceed from insights developed in the philosophy of language. In-
commensurability, incompatibility, and untranslatability claims are
usually formulated with reference to linguistic systems and address
the possibility of communication across them. For Jean-Frangois Ly-
otard, for example, the “phrase,” is the most elementary unit of
analysis, which is “constituted according to a set of rules (its regi-
men)” (Lyotard 1988). Thus a genre of discourse, like teaching, can
entail phrase regimens of knowing, interrogating, showing, order-
ing, and classifying. Phrase regimens and genres of discourse al-
ways exist in the plural; furthermore, and this is crucial, genres of
discourse are not only plural but also “heterogeneous,” that is, irre-
ducible to a common or comprehensive discourse. This is the prob-
lem of the différend. A différend is a case of a conflict between two
parties that cannot be resolved equitably for lack of a common or
shared rule of judgment that would be applicable to both cases.

Lyotard’s vision is that of a quasi-Nietzschean metaphysic
of struggle and the will to power, extending throughout our lin-
guistic, symbolic, cognitive, and political universe. He writes of
phrase “regimens,” the “civil war of language,” the impossibility
of “subjecting” heterogeneous phrase regimens to a common law,
except by force. His vision is one of contestation, struggle, battle,
the ubiquitous presence of power everywhere. “To speak,” wrote
Lyotard earlier, “is to fight” (1984, 10).

Yet there is also something remarkably brief, impatient, al-
most staccato in these formulations. The premise of the absolute
heterogeneity and incommensurability of regimens and discourses
is never argued for; it is simply asserted. It corresponds to what
Richard Bernstein has called a “pervasive amorphous mood” (1981,
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