Ch 4: How does Equality relate to Multiculturalism?
It is important to clarify what we mean by ‘human nature’ since the case for equality rests upon the view one takes about human identity. Equality as a value was first raised by the liberal tradition where equality was seen as the attribute of atomistic individuals. It is crucial to engage this view and to explain why, for all its historic importance, it embodies conceptual deficiencies. 


Multiculturalism requires a notion of equality that acknowledges difference, and this may mean (as we saw in the South African case study) discriminating in favour of those groups which have been historically disadvantaged. This leads inevitably to a discussion on the case for and against affirmative action and its role in the formation of multiculturalist policies. 

Equality and Human Nature

It is often argued that humans are by nature unequal and that, in Thatcher’s words, they have a right to inequality. This view is superficial because it ignores the privileges that some enjoy so that they are wealthy and more highly educated than others. It is no help to simply invert the argument and insist that people are equal by nature if by this is meant that they have some kind of abstract or non-historical ‘essence’ which equalizes them. 
            There is such a thing as ‘human nature’ but it must be viewed dynamically and historically. Humans evolved from animals and, in my view, what distinguishes them from other natural beings is their capacity to relate purposively to one another, to speak, think and to make tools (although some would say that primates can also make tools and that, strictly speaking, what distinguishes humans is their capacity to make tools which make tools). 

If this is so, all humans have something in common and that makes them equal. But they differ according to the way they make tools, relate to each other, conceptualize themselves, and so on. If we think of tool making as a way of relating to nature, then we can say that human nature depends upon the way in which humans relate to nature. We should expect people who till the land, to differ from people who work in factories, just as we would expect people who live in one geographic region to differ from those who live in another. Human nature in a market based society will obviously differ from the norms people have in societies where they produce largely or entirely for themselves. 


The idea that people produce their culture is a very important one for it stresses the dynamic and fluid character of culture and links cultural identity to the wider systems of production that peoples adopt. 

Equality and Difference

The notion of equality stems from the liberal tradition which argues that all individuals are free and equal. This is a refreshing contrast to medieval and ancient views that saw people as identified in hierarchical terms: division and repression were natural and necessary. 

              However the liberal tradition treats equality in abstract terms, so that in practice it pertains only to certain favoured members of certain communities. Some in Orwell’s famous phrase are more equal than others. Equality is seen as sameness, so that people who are equal, have to be more or less identical. This notion of equality is highly divisive for it assumes that someone who is markedly different cannot be equal since they are not the ‘same’. Many reject the notion of equality for this reason, but this is a conservative response. The problem lies not with the notion of equality, but with an abstract view of it, and the answer to the problem lies not with rejecting with the notion, but in conceptualizing it concretely so that it implies difference. 
            Parekh puts the matter well when he writes that ‘similarities and differences do not passively coexist but actively interpenetrate and neither is ontologically prior or morally more important’ (2002: 239). Imagine sameness without difference – what you have is an abstract universality that in practice is intolerant, assimilationist and repressive. As for difference without sameness, this treats communities as having values and outlooks, some of which are civilised and superior, and others contemptible and barbaric. It is not difficult to see that in neither case is there meaningful equality.
            We need to go beyond liberalism, not reject it. Nor should we see equality as something which exists statically. It is something to aim towards – but something we never reach. 
Multiculturalism and Difference

It is crucial to recognize that people behave differently, not because they are lesser beings, but because they have different cultural values and practices. Of course some differences are irrevelant (like the colour of a person’s skin) in the formulation of a multicultural policy, while others are important. Parekh gives as a relatively trivial example the fact that it was found in Britain, for example, that many interviewees of Asian background did not look their interviewers in the eye, not because they were devious or unreliable, but because they adhered to a cultural norm which deemed that directly looking at someone was disrespectful (2002: 241). 

The law needs to protect Muslim women who don’t wear skirts, or male Sikhs who wear turbans or Jewish boys and men who wear yamulkes, etc. These customs do not harm others and they should be accommodated. Laws banning practices may impact on communities unequally: some drugs are, for example, religious and cultural requirements and although there may still be a case for banning them, this fact needs to be taken into account. 


Historical experience is also crucial. In Germany, to take another of Parekh’s examples, it may make sense to ban utterances denying the Holocaust whereas in Britain or the USA it may not (2002: 242). Cultural sensitivity is of the utmost importance. Take the case in Britain where legislation was passed compelling motor-cyclists to wear crash helmets. As Parekh points out, the law was amended some four years later to exempt Sikhs from the requirement on the grounds that wearing a turban afforded protection which was more or less equal to that provided by a helmet. In the same way, Sikh workers on construction sites have been exempted from wearing safety helmets (2002: 243- 4). 
             Uniforms are important particularly in the public service, but they should not be fetishized. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police had to be compelled by a court to allow Sikhs to wear turbans, and Jews in the USA were only allowed to wear yarmulkes in the air force after Congress passed a law permitting it (Parekh, 2002: 245-6). It is very important that uniformity is justified in terms of necessity. It is easy to smuggle in cultural prejudices in disallowing difference. Parekh gives the example of a Sikh woman who wanted to wear traditional dress as a nurse and the nursing council had to intervene to allow this, although it did specify that her trousers must be grey and her shirt white (2002: 247), 

Context may be complicated. Does family ostracism mean the same to women of Asian descent as to other women when they refuse to marry someone their parents have ‘chosen’? Recognizing difference does not create inequality (except in a formal, abstract sense). On the contrary, altering the rules to allow exemptions may be best way to forge real equality. 

Affirmative Actions – For and Against

Article 2.2 of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination stipulates that affirmative action is a way of rectifying systematic discrimination. But it also insists that programmes ‘shall in no case entail as a consequence the maintenance of unequal or separate rights for different racial groups after the objectives for which they were taken have been achieved.’ 
          Affirmative action is a way of handling historic injustices towards groups that have been oppressed in the past, so that in businesses or universities, government bodies or schools, a certain percentage of the disadvantaged group have to be employed or accepted. This can be an important way of winning the confidence of those who have been subjugated, and having a mix of people is a good way of undermining stereotyping and prejudice. Affirmative action has to be proportionate to the ends it is seeking to achieve. For example, a court in Canada found that a law prohibiting advertisements in English in a francophone part of the country was not valid. 
          There are, however, a number of serious problems that affirmative action programmes can throw up. Some-one may be appointed to a post who is not well qualified or they may feel that they were not appointed on merit but because they belong to a disadvantaged minority. This can create resentment from their fellow employees and of course a sense of grievance from those excluded who may feel that they are being discriminated against. Moreover, as individuals, they can take the view that it is unfair to make them responsible for the injustices of their forebears. The feeling may also arise that affirmative action benefits groups within the disadvantaged community unfairly - (relatively affluent and middle class members, for example) - or groups who are not as disadvantaged as they are supposed to be. It could also be argued that affirmative action draws attention to difference in a way that is counter-productive so that people are more aware of a person’s identity than they might otherwise have been. In other words, affirmative action can encourage the very stereotyping it is intended to undermine. 
        In some US states, referendums have sought to ban affirmative action programmes. But it important, in my view, not to throw the baby out with the bath water. Cultural sensitivity is crucial and it would certainly be preferable to allow appointment bodies to adopt a broad concept of merit that takes account of historic disadvantage. But what if this cultural sensitivity does not arise spontaneously?

Affirmative action is a blunt instrument and there are serious problems to which it can lead. The question arises: can these problems be minimized? There is no quick solution to historic disadvantages and attempts to deal with a long term problem as though there is a short term solution, can indeed be counter-productive. I think that on balance affirmative action is justified but it is a policy that must be handled with caution and care. 
Conclusion

To argue the case for equality within multiculturalism, it is important to have a notion of human nature which recognizes that people are both the same and different. An emphasis on humans as producers is important. The problem with the liberal tradition is that it treats equality as sameness, and when it encounters difference, it conceptualizes the latter in a divisive way. Where people’s differences are neither harmful to themselves nor to others, they need to be handled sympathetically and exemptions to uniformity granted. This will strengthen, not undermine, unity. 
         Are policies of affirmative action compatible with multiculturalism?
They are, my view, but they are a blunt instrument which can easily become counter-productive and undermine the sense of community they are trying to create. They should be employed cautiously.
Summary

· A view of human nature is crucial to making the case for equality within multiculturalism that stresses that people are both the same and different.

· The problem with the liberal tradition is that its abstract view of individual treats people as either the same or different.

· Differences are natural and normal and multicultural policy needs to recognize where they contribute to and are compatible with democratic norms.
· Affirmative action is defensible provided it is implemented sensibly and sensitively. 

