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Introduction
Large-scale unwanted migration is regarded as a threat, both in the public opinion and
within international forums. In the same context, the topic of the „multicultural society‟ is
increasingly the focus of attention. One aspect missing in the debate is the recognition that
living together with 'Others' – who do not necessarily share our values and principles – is an
essential part of the democracy issue (Van den Bossche & Zemni, 2002).
Immigration in Belgium, particularly by non-European migrants, changes the
composition of society. A large influx of people of a different complexion and with other
customs and values, who speak a different language and adhere to another religion, creates a
new dynamic in society as a whole, but also within the immigrant community. Foreigners
participate in society and undergo processes of integration and assimilation. They become
politically more visible, and at the same time they increasingly disappear from the official
statistics as foreigners as more and more people from ethnic minority communities acquire
Belgian nationality.
These observations give rise to the following questions: is the concept of the “nationstate” sustainable in this day and age or are there perhaps other notions, such as that of
multiple citizenship, that correspond more closely to the present reality? Who or what agency
determines citizenship? How long does a foreigner stay foreign? In sum, how can principles
such as the right to cultural diversity and the basic assumption of the „Western‟ nation-state
be combined within a society while retaining an adequate basis for social cohesion?
On the basis of answers to such questions, one can begin to formulate a societal
model. Are models such as the American melting-pot model (which has meanwhile been
replaced with the salad bowl) workable? Does the Canadian model of the multicultural
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society (which is also increasingly contested) offer a more viable alternative? Or is there
perhaps a need for a specifically European model for the 21st century?
1. The current West European societal model
1.1. From nation-state to a liberal rule of law
The West European societal model can be characterized by four processes: the
forming of nation states, the secularisation process, the institutionalisation of life strands, also
called „pillarisation‟ (such as Christianity, socialism and liberalism) and the liberal rule of
law.
Principle of the nation-state – In the course of the twentieth century, the rules for a
liberal, constitutional welfare state were institutionalised within the West European nationstate. The entailed right to societal participation and solidarity between citizens may be
regarded as the collective goods of the nation, whose application is guaranteed by the state.
The nation-state may be interpreted as the outcome of a successful compromise between the
interests of various social groups: the guarantee of political loyalty in return for social
participation and security (Wimmer, 1997). Unlike in the multicultural empires of the past
(e.g. the Hapsburg empire, the Ottoman Empire or Russia), the bureaucracy of the nation-state
and the bureaucratic process were „homogenised‟: access was restricted to the members of the
nation-state. Although the majority of European nation-states were, from the beginning,
multicultural in nature, it was assumed that the citizens of a state should ideally constitute a
nation (Eller, 1999). All nation-states have tried to demonstrate that the territory on which
their sovereignty applies is a natural entity encompassing a single people, a single feeling, and
a single set of rules (laws). Such an „inwardly‟ homogenising trend is, for example, noticeable
in the histories of France, Italy and even Belgium, where local identities, languages, customs
and moors were repressed and/or erased.
Secularisation – Another essential development to have unfolded in Europe in recent
centuries is the gradual secularisation of society. Religion and the state have, over time,
become detached. This is not so much a matter of a privatisation of religion and faith (see
among others Berger, 1974 and 1992; Luckmann, 1967) as it is an aspect of a broader process
of functional differentiation. Religion is no longer the all-encompassing explanatory
framework, and has thus lost its grip on science, economics, education and politics. It has
been superseded by specific systems for each of these societal domains. For religion, now
reduced to one of many subsystems, the function remains of ultimate belief systems in a
secularised environment (see also Laermans, 1996).
‘Pillarisation’ and its consequences for the nation-state – One of the most remarkable
responses to this process of secularisation, at least in the Netherlands and in Belgium, was the
„pillarisation‟ of society. This term refers to the vertical division into own networks of
provisions (ranging from political parties to holiday accommodations) at the community‟s
expense. From the beginning, the relationship between the various pillars and the nation-state
in which they function has been ambiguous. On the one hand, they reduce the identification of
individual citizens with the nation-state; it is replaced with a sense of belonging to a particular
catholic, socialist or liberal group. On the other, they enhance the social cohesion of the
nation-state. This happens in various ways, the most striking of which is that individuals are
replaced with the pillar and its associations as the unit of social solidarity. Certainly in
relation to political decision-making and binding agreements this has proven a solid
foundation for, among others, the emergence of the welfare state. Both developments – the
fundamental undercurrent of secularisation and the visible response of pillarisation – are of
great significance to the future of the western societal concept. The necessary integration of
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large communities that have not experienced this process of secularisation in the same way
will lead to a constant exploration of the boundaries of what is possible and sustainable. At
the same time, the phenomenon of pillarisation at least provides a solution, albeit a partial
one, for those dimensions of life that may be organised in the semi-public sphere, i.e. public
obligations (e.g. compulsory education) which can be fulfilled through own institutions (e.g.
own school network) (Timmerman, 2003).
Growing cultural, ideological, linguistic and religious diversity have all contributed to
the nineteenth-century concept of the western nation-state being called into question. With the
rise of the transnational discourse, debates on citizenship, identity, participation and rights of
ethnic minority citizens can no longer be regarded as a strictly national matter. The emergence
and expansion of the European Union is a case in point. EU citizenship and regional as well
as local identities, coupled with collective rights and cultural autonomy, have severed the ties
of loyalty with a single nation. After all, the European Union makes it very clear that the
various member states no longer possess a monopoly on sovereignty. Sovereignty has been
distributed over local, national and transnational political institutions (Nuhoglu-Soysal, 1997).
Towards a liberal rule of law – It is clear that the various internal and external societal
processes are changing the composition of society. External processes such as globalisation
and growing immigration (especially of non-European migrants) and internal processes such
as growing individualism, postmodernism, greater emphasis on free choice, empowerment,
eclecticism, tolerance, secularisation and de-pillarisation have eroded the notion of the nationstate, and have compelled us to search for other concepts that correspond more closely to
present-day reality.
A pluralistic, liberal rule of law could serve as a starting point. Unlike the notion of
the nation-state, a liberal rule of law need not have such a homogenising effect in respect of
culture and identity. As a political framework, it may encompass various identities, as long as
everyone is able to identify with the constitution and with the principles of democratic
decision-making. The multicultural society always exists within the rule of law, and the rule
of law invariably has precedence over the multicultural society. Under a liberal rule of law,
the key principles are: democracy, separation of church and state, equality for all, religious
freedom... The neutrality that the liberal rule of law adopts vis-à-vis the various
denominations and belief systems need not result in a notion of a neutral public arena where
all symbols that refer to a religion or identity must be banned. Its neutrality may also be
interpreted in a pluralist manner. The liberal rule of law (in the politico-philosophical rather
than in the merely political sense) aims at providing a guarantee that people could (within
certain margins) adhere to different beliefs and, in this manner, it strives to protect pluralism.
This is achieved by, for example, the proclamation of certain basic individual rights, the
separation of church and state and the separation of the public and the private spheres. The
public authorities adopt a neutral position with regard to the various perspectives that people
have on what is a „good life‟. They do not determine what is good or bad, but rather create a
just framework in which people are able to experience their own way of life, culture, religion
and personal identity. In other words, the liberal rule of law and the pluralism which it implies
provide a framework for the integration of foreign and indigenous population groups, as well
as a growing diversity. The question remains, however, whether this polity offers enough
guarantees for the necessary cohesion in order to allow a society to function adequately.
1.2. Access to the state
Although Belgian society is today evolving towards a liberal rule of law system,
membership of the nation, and thus right of residence and citizenship, are still determined first
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and foremost by the principle of descent. The introduction of the „fast-track nationality law‟
has, however, slightly toned down that principle.
Immigration by non-nationals is, in this context, regarded more as an exception that
needs to be taken care of by the state. The state has the right and even the duty to regulate the
immigration of non-nationals through a system of admittance and rejection. The key questions
in this respect are: Who should be admitted and who not? And under which conditions can
non-nationals be allowed into the country? Immigrants‟ right to residence is then made
dependent upon the rules and regulations under the prevailing policy of the state in question.
And apparently, the content of such rules and regulations is determined largely by cyclical
factors and ad-hoc measures rather than by a long-term view that takes into account the
position of the state in its regional and broader international setting.
Generally speaking, there are two criteria for belonging to a state, so that in this
respect we may distinguish between two types of national identity. First, there is the tradition
of ius sanguinis, i.e. blood relationship, a collective genealogy based on a long historical
memory (Diner, 1998). This corresponds with the ethnic model of national identity. Second,
there is the tradition of ius soli, which ignores origin and ethnicity and connects membership
of a state with institutions. To have been born on national soil is, in a sense, seen to neutralise
all earlier attributes of belonging and memory. We could speak here of a civic model of
national identity. This principle refers to a common territory, a community of laws and
political institutions, and a minimum of shared values. Ius soli is concerned with the present,
in the sense that it is about an exercise of the will by citizens to belong to a particular state.
Ius sanguinis, on the other hand, refers to the past, in the sense that belonging to a state is
legitimised exclusively on the basis of an attributed personal history (descent). (Diner, 1998;
Hjerm,1998).
National identity is described as a consciousness of a connection with the nation
which gives people a sense of who they are, in relationship to others, and at the same time sets
them a goal as a result of which they feel „at home‟. It is not so easy to define what this
national identity is precisely. It is for example, quite clear that to meet certain formal
requirements of Belgian citizenship does not suffice to be recognised as a “real” Belgian or
Fleming and to become part of the imagined Belgian or Flemish community. One notices for
example that it is commonly taken for granted in debates on migration, asylum seekers, illegal
aliens, integration, citizenship, etc that there is such a thing as a „Flemish‟ or a „Belgian‟
identity to which „others‟ (asylum seekers, migrants, Muslims, illegal aliens, newcomers,
people from ethnic minorities, and new Belgians…) cannot (yet?) lay claim. “They” must
therefore meet certain criteria before being able to benefit from the same rights and duties as
natives. This identity is, however, experienced primarily subconsciously, and thus it remains
undefined. It is not immediately clear which „common values‟ we share and which rules
newcomers in our society should adhere to. The dissociation between the formal criteria for
the acquisition of Belgian citizenship as well as the implicit, often emotional, conditions to be
recognised as a “Belgian” and a “Fleming” is illustrative of the complexity and
multidimensionality of the concept of “national identity‟.
The notion of „primordial autochthony’, as formulated by Roosens (1998), is
particularly relevant in this context. It is a notion that determines more and more western
societies. According to Roosens, this principle attributes special qualifications to individuals
and groups in relation to a certain territory, because they are descendent from parents and
forefathers who were „the first‟ to have lived on this land. For this reason, it seems logical that
autochthones are more entitled to be there than newcomers are (Timmerman, 2003).
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1.3. Boundaries of the state
In the previous paragraph, the countries of Western Europe were considered in the
context of such notions as the nation-state and the liberal rule of law. Another characteristic of
the West European societal model is the principle of the welfare state. One of the goals of the
welfare state is to guarantee a minimum level of social security to its members. The basis for
its functioning is the principle of mutual solidarity between citizens. The welfare state is a
more or less closed system, in the sense that it is restricted to the members of the state and
(save for certain exceptions) applies exclusively to a particular geographical area.
In the West European welfare states, we may distinguish between the boundary that
regulates access to the territory and the boundary that is designed to protect access to the
welfare state. The question that inevitably arises is whether newcomers should immediately
be entitled to the same rights as residents, and which conditions they should fulfil to this end.
It speaks for itself that there are qualitative restrictions to the level of welfare that the public
authorities can guarantee to the citizens. There are also quantitative and associated
geographical restrictions to take into account. Redistribution mechanism are only possible
within a well-delineated community. Not only the notion of „welfare‟ has boundaries, but so
too has that of the „state‟ (Entzinger, 1994). One of the aspects that a democratic welfare state
must therefore control in order to protect and sustain itself is migration. Generally, the greater
the tendency to consider collective accomplishments as holy ground, the smaller the
willingness to extend solidarity to foreigners (Enzensberger, 1993).
Entzinger (1994) sees three possibilities: the egalitarian option, the minimal option
and the dual option. In the first case, all people residing legally in the country are subject to
the same set of rights and duties vis-à-vis the public authorities and the welfare state. This
option combines the equality and the territoriality principles. No distinction is made between
the indigenous population, ethnic minorities, newcomers and foreigners. The only relevant
criterion is that the individual should be residing legally on the territory. Some of those
arguing for more free migration at the same time recognise that the egalitarian option,
whereby all are entitled to the same provisions as is presently the case, is not financially
sustainable. Consequently, two possibilities impose themselves: either one chooses for the
welfare state and therefore accepts that migration must be restricted and regulated, or one opts
for freer migration, but then the social protection system will inevitably shrink. The more
restrictive one‟s rules on access to the territory, the more flexible those governing access to
the welfare state may be. But the reverse also holds true: the more flexible one‟s rules on
access to the territory, the more restrictive an attitude one will need to adopt in relation to
access to the prevailing welfare state provisions.
The second option is the minimal option. In this instance, social legislation is reduced
considerably, albeit in an egalitarian manner. The welfare state provisions are cut for
everyone, until an equal and feasible universal minimum is attained. This way, one evolves
towards an ultraliberal state, where the redistribution mechanisms are reduced to an absolute
minimum. This will lead to greater income inequality and starker contrasts in society, not in
the least between foreigners and indigenous groups. This model is comparable to the
American model: limited social provisions and a lot of room for employment.
Under the third, so-called dual option, social protection is only reduced for
newcomers. Such a dual system actually institutionalises a kind of apartheid, as newcomers
enjoy fewer rights than the rest of the population. From the perspective of the needs principle,
one could legitimise such a differential system to a certain extent. After all, the present social
minimums are based on a western lifestyle. Research has shown that the expectation patterns
of immigrants from poorer countries are often lower, especially during the first years of
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migration. However, both options clash with the principles of equity and equality, which are
after all so very characteristic of the European welfare state (Loobuyck, 2001a).
1.4. The state and its citizens
Concepts such as 'the citizen' and 'citizenship' have come to the fore in recent years in
our society. Politicians, organisations and intellectuals are showing a growing tendency to
approach societal problems from the perspective of citizenship. The notion of citizenship
presupposes a system of mutual rights and duties between citizen and the public authorities.
The reciprocity of this relationship is argued to encourage the citizen to participate more
actively in politics and in public debates. However, the introduction of the notion also gave
rise to the question: “Who is to be regarded as a citizen and who not?” After all, the aspect of
participation in the public life of a society is associated immediately with the notions of
inclusion and exclusion (Van den Bosche & Zemni, 2002).
Citizenship as a legal status - In the Western European systems of a liberal rule of
law, one starts from the concept of citizenship as a legal status. By this we mean that
citizenship is regarded by law as a status that entitles individuals to rights vis-à-vis the state.
One could argue that there are three types of categories (Marshall,1963). First and foremost,
citizenship entails civil rights, civil liberties, which provide the individual with the bare
minimum of protection. Examples that come to mind are protection against arbitrary
detention, freedom of opinion and belief, the right to own property, the right to enter freely
into contracts and the right to equality before the law. The next dimension concerns political
rights that are designed to safeguard participation in political decision-making. A third
dimension relates to social rights, intended to guarantee a minimum level of economic
prosperity and social security in the (re)distribution of essential products and services.
In the context of citizenship as a legal status, the central question is: to what extent is
an individual granted rights by the state (Jacobs, 2000)? The rights and duties that are
associated with citizenship are indicative of a responsibility of the citizen towards society and
vice versa. The term citizenship refers to the manner in which individuals interpret their
relationship with the authorities as well as to the manner in which the authorities wish to treat
individuals. The possibilities that people have to implement their rights and duties depend in
part on the space that the authorities create to this end. The authorities must therefore provide
guarantees with regard to the conditions for individual emancipation and participation. In a
system of liberal rule of law, guaranteeing this basic accommodation is not incompatible with
cultural pluralism. Special minority rights in support of the development of an own identity
need not even be incompatible with the egalitarian liberal perspective (Loobuyck, 2000).
Within the approach of citizenship as a legal status, often a distinction is made
between full formal membership of a nation – i.e. citizenship with full rights – and a partial
form of membership, associated with limited rights (Stewart, 1995: 67). Full citizenship
implies equal access to and participation in society, in terms of labour and various kinds of
voluntary social relationships, as well as in relation to welfare state provisions in the fields of
education and healthcare, and with regard to political policy (Loobuyck, 2003a). In the case of
partial citizenship, it mainly concerns rights that foreigners are granted on the basis of their
residence, i.e. the fact that they are officially registered as inhabitants of the country in
question. Usually, they enjoy civil and social rights, but not political ones. With the arrival of
migrants and the granting of certain rights to these foreigners (on the basis of residence rather
than nationality), a gradation in formal citizenship has arisen. Certain rights, social goods and
services are no longer reserved for nationals only, but are now extended to all those who are
established residents within a certain territory. For example, in the wake of the emerging
welfare state (Heisler & Heisler, 1991), certain social and economic rights were attributed to
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immigrants, irrespective of nationality. In a subsequent stage, some countries also granted
local political rights to foreigners. However, across Europe, full political rights remained
reserved to nationals, on the basis of the principle of national sovereignty and the concern
with the legitimacy of the nation-state. This gave rise to a situation where foreigners who had
legally established themselves in the country were equal to nationals in almost all (legal)
respects, except as far as political rights was concerned. In turn this led led to a form of
„partial citizenship' (Brubaker, 1990) whereby a distinction is made between fully-fledged
'citizens' (enjoying full rights) and 'denizens' (Hammar, 1990) (residents enjoying full rights,
except political ones) (Jacobs, 2000).
2. Policy models for the reception of newcomers
2.1. Some theoretical models
Migration is not only a phenomenon of the recent and not-so-recent past, the effects of
which we still feel today, but it is rather a reality that shall continue to challenge us in the
future. In order to anticipate on this adequately, there is a need for an integrated immigration
policy. It must be integrated, because migration is a complex issue that has consequences in
various areas of society.
Given the growing diversity in our society, it is necessary for policymakers to consider
how these new challenges can be translated into a sustainable societal model. After all, a
degree of social cohesion is required in order for a state to be able to function properly. The
question therefore arises how great a diversity a society can cope with without fragmenting
into groups that increasingly withdraw into their own reality. Diversity and equality can be
achieved in different ways within a state. In the literature, a wide range of policy models are
put forward, but in this paper we restrict ourselves to a brief outline of four options: the
segregation, the assimilation, the integration and the intercreative models.
Segregation means that a group of migrants is separated from the rest of society in one
or several areas. In such a situation, it is easy to retain one‟s own culture. This process results
in a society where different cultures live side by side. An extreme example was found in
South Africa during Apartheid. Other examples are the presence of large groups of migrants
in certain suburbs or inner city neighbourhoods or the manner in which certain groups of
Orthodox Chasidic Jews manifest themselves in European society. The application of the
segregation strategy as such says nothing about the socioeconomic position of the group in
question (Loobuyck, 2003b).
Assimilation means that the minority adopts the social and cultural characteristics of
the majority and is eventually absorbed entirely into the dominant culture. The result is a
rather homogeneous society. This ideology rests on the assumption that a multicultural policy
will lead to a disintegration and balkanisation of society (Loobuyck, 2003b).
In the cases of both segregation and assimilation, one needs to distinguish between
imposed forms on the one hand and autosegregation or assimilation originating in the group
that „is to be assimilated‟ on the other.
A third policy option is the integration model. This we encounter in the activities of
the various Belgian parliaments. Integration is participation in society without being set aside
as a community (segregation) and without imposed conformism with the socio-cultural
characteristics of the majority (assimilation). The official policies of most EU member states
are based on the integration model (Loobuyck, 2003b; Kerkwerk multicultureel samenleven,
2001).
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2.2. Policy options in the EU and Belgium
Policy models in the EU – Most EU member states have officially opted for a policy
of integration. The objective is said to be the „inclusion of new population groups in society
without them needing to abandon their cultural characteristics or being isolated from the
majority‟. In practice, however, the notion of integration is interpreted differently in different
countries. There are substantial divergences in terms of attitudes towards minorities as well as
their religious and cultural characteristics, and in relation to nationality and the possibility of
participating in political decision-making. Generally speaking, two directions are
distinguished: the British and Dutch model of multicultural society on the one hand and the
French assimilation and adjustment policy on the other (Loobuyck, 2002). Most EU countries
pursue policies that combine elements of the multicultural and the assimilation/adjustment
models.
Integration policy in Belgium – With the establishment in 1989 of the Royal
Commissariat for Migrant Policy (KCM), a start was made in Belgium with a specific policy
on migrants, in which „Integration‟ would become a key concept. Two aspects were taken into
account: “1. The integration concept is based on the notion of „adjustment‟, in accordance
with the following criteria: a) assimilation, where the „public order‟ so requires, b) consistent
enhancement of the best possible adjustment in accordance with the basic social principles on
which the culture of the guest country is founded and that are related to „modernity‟,
„emancipation‟ and „fully-fledged pluralism‟ – as understood in a modern western state, and
c) unequivocal respect for the cultural diversity as a form of mutual enrichment in other
fields. 2. Integration must go hand in hand with an enhancement of the structural involvement
of minorities in the activities and goals of the public authorities”(KCM, 1989). Belgium‟s
integration policy is represented by the public authorities and its champions as leaning
towards a multicultural integration policy that leaves ample room for diversity and pluralism.
Critics have labelled it an assimilation policy (Loobuyck, 2001b).
Pursuant to the special law of 8 August 1980, policymaking on the reception and
integration of immigrants has been transferred to the Flemish Community, whereby
competency has been assigned to the minister „responsible for assistance to persons‟. Since
1987, the Regions (employment) and Communities (education and cultural affairs) have
formulated their own integration policies. In Wallonia, the approach is modelled primarily on
the French assimilation policy, while the Flemish perspective tends more towards the British
and Dutch integration policies (Vermeulen et al, 1997). Flanders‟ integration policy should be
seen in the broader context of European (immigration policy), national (migrant-related
policies such as nationality acquisition, voting rights) and regional policies. In the field of
immigration policy, which is concerned with managing and regulating immigration, a
convergence is noticeable at the European level between a number of treaties (such as the
Treaty of Rome and the Treaty of Maastricht). In the field of migrant-related policy, this
convergence is less visible, and national and regional differences continue to come into play.
Within the Flemish integration policy, we observe a gradual shift from a collective notion of
integration (with retention of the ethnic identity), whereby responsibility lies primarily with
the guest society and the public authorities, to an individual notion of integration (citizenship
and adjustment), whereby the responsibility lies mainly with the minorities themselves.
Increasingly, voices are heard in favour of a more forceful approach to integration (Boender,
2001; Lodewyckx & Geets, 2002).
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3. Social cohesion and institutionalisation of social conflicts1
With the various migration streams and the present globalisation trend, there is no
denying that contemporary Western European society is a multicultural society. Many
inhabitants of the EU hold a foreign nationality or have (grand)parents of foreign descent
(Loobuyck, 2003b). The presence of ethnic minorities has enhanced Europe‟s cultural
diversity. A rather obvious example of this is found in our eating habits. Even in the smallest
of Flemish towns one now finds restaurants serving „foreign‟ food, and most shops now offer
an array of exotic products. In the streets, one sees a greater variety of clothing styles and
hears foreign-sounding names. Shops, cafés and meeting places with an unmistakably foreign
atmosphere are increasingly a part of local life. Multicultural festivals and events are
becoming more and more popular. We therefore tend to speak more easily of Flanders as a
multicultural society. In the truest sense of the word, our society has been „multicultural‟
since long before the immigration flows of the 1960s, as the “territory of Belgium” has
always been a place where people of different nationalities, religions, sexual orientations,
ideologies and socioeconomic backgrounds have cohabited. What is relatively new, though, is
the great diversity in terms of ethnic origin.
The concept of „the multicultural society‟ is associated with many aspects that are
related only vaguely with culture. In the general Flemish discourse, „multicultural society‟ is
not equated with „cultural enrichment‟, but is rather associated with a fear for material
deprivation – i.e. the requirement of having to share with too many foreigners – and loss of
the familiar. The familiar frame of reference is in danger of undergoing fundamental change.
One also fears the social dominance of foreign communities in one‟s own neighbourhood.
For that matter, in day-to-day language, the phrase „multicultural society‟ has many
meanings. In a descriptive sense, it refers to a society made up of population groups from
various origins and descent, and with divergent cultural traditions. However, the term is also
used in a normative sense, as an ideal model. In this sense, the state concerned must offer
institutional space to all ethnic and national groups that are established within its territory, it
must recognise these groups, their culture and language, and invariably strive for equal rights
(Roosens, 1998).
As far as the ethnic minorities are concerned, we see that their behaviour is, in many
respects, driven by the same principles as the behaviour of Belgians is. They largely want the
same consumption goods. They want to live comfortably and attribute great value to
homeownership. A high income or a professional career are by no means rejected. Western
medicine and social security are embraced wholeheartedly. Moroccan and Turkish parents
generally also believe in the possibilities of social promotion that western education offers
and they want their children to be able to benefit from it. For that matter, many Western ideas
are adopted: when young Moroccans speak about equal rights or the right to retain their own
religious or cultural identity, they tend to do so from a western universal perspective rather
than from an Islamic point of view (Timmerman, 2003). In other words, ethnic minorities
tend to adopt to the cultural praxis of the dominant culture to a much greater degree than may
initially seem to be the case.
Despite the growing homogenisation of the socio-cultural praxis of migrants and the
autochthonous population, ethnic identity continues to be important. It is a known
phenomenon that, in an uncertain context such as a society in transition, people often have a
greater need for structure, so that they tend to retreat into a space where they feel self-assured
and protected. According to Ahmed (1995), individuals who find themselves in such a
situation tend to fall back on their „original‟ identity, which is defined in terms of „tradition‟
1
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and „culture‟ and is often legitimised through descent. In other words, they seek an ethnic
identity. In order to attribute a content to an ethnic identity, individuals often call on cultural
elements which they believe distinguish them positively from others. Moreover, the cultural
traits that one selects to legitimise the own ethnic identity will often vary over time and even
depending on the context, without compromising the sense of continuity and belonging. Still,
this does not exclude the possibility that the selected „cultural emblems‟ may have a negative
symbolic significance to outsiders – an example that springs to mind is the headscarf, which
to many Muslims is an ethno-religious symbol. It is remarkable that what one has in common
with the „other‟ is rarely perceived as „culture‟ (Roosens, 1998). Nevertheless, a careful
analysis of the fundamental values of the various ethnic communities (foreign as well as
autochthonous) points towards similarity rather than difference.
For the legitimisation of their own ethnic identity, people often refer to an assumed
common origin and a shared historical experience. The accents that are laid are often codetermined by the present situation and there is rarely any solid historical truth to them.
History is, after all, open to various interpretations. The manner in which one uses the past
offers insight into the significance that one attributes to the present.
At the same time, in recent decades, the presence of a new „cultural concept‟ has
manifested itself prominently at a rational level. Among other things, as a reaction to the
horrors of the holocaust, subsequently enhanced by a sense of shame for the destructive
consequences of western colonialism, the idea has taken hold that every „culture‟ is
intrinsically valuable. It is assumed that cultures, at the level of their value systems, cannot be
compared (Roosens, 1998).
As this „cultural relativism‟ is formalised and promoted in the functioning of respected
supranational institutions such as the United Nations, UNESCO and the Council of Europe, it
has brought about essential change across the world. Consequently, the notion of the „right to
an own culture‟ has acquired political legitimacy and is now considered to be a specific type
of human right. Private aspects of communities, such as culture, language and religion, are
now recognised as variants to the universal core of human dignity and identity. Of central
importance is the notion of „the person‟, an abstract universal concept supported by legal,
scientific and popular conventions for which the established „Human Rights‟ provide a formal
framework (Nuhoglu-Soysal, 1997). Various ethnic minority groups mobilise around a certain
aspect of their identity which is perceived to be „different‟ from that of „others‟. They demand
that, in their „being different‟, they be treated as equals to other citizens.
Ethnicity offers an opportunity to elude socioeconomic stratification. After all, the
cultural relativist discourse creates a climate where all „cultures‟ should be regarded to be
equal. The cultural relativist perspective also offers people who occupy an unfavourable
position in the social hierarchy the prospect of manifesting themselves as „equals‟ on the basis
of their cultural singularity. This way, one is given an opportunity to participate in a solidarity
that is legitimised not by a national, but by a supranational discourse, and to thus transcend
the precarious socioeconomic situation. Therefore, Eller (1999) rightly considers ethnic
groups as a politicised version of cultural relativism.
However, some critical observations are in place here. There is a danger that by
focusing primarily on phenomena such as identity and culture – e.g. the ongoing debate on the
headscarf – one might lose sight of crucial socioeconomic aspects such as deprivation and
exclusion. We must therefore ask ourselves whether multiculturalism, in the sense of a
consecration of „cultural identities‟, through the attribution of separate rights, might not lead
to greater ghettoisation and a differentiated citizenship that is hard to reconcile with the notion
of universal citizenship. In the last decade, we have seen that contacts between ethnic
minority and indigenous groups increasingly often assume a confrontational and polarised
quality. A growing number of ethnic minority and indigenous persons like to retreat into their
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„own‟ ethnic group and to cultivate the presumed difference as an excuse to decline any form
of dialogue.
Should one not seek ways, within the de facto continuation of the nation-state, to
arrive at mutual involvement on the part of the various „resident‟ communities and groups, on
the basis of shared values of an ethical-universal nature and a „bridging‟ potential, rather than
to emphasise particularised and coloured (ethnic, religious, etc.) values?
Conclusion
However, the above does not mean that democracy is synonymous with trouble-free
social harmony, or that it implies ideological uniformity or unwavering consensus. Quite the
contrary in fact, a democracy recognises that social and political conflicts are inevitable; it
accepts them in practice and considers them as legitimate. At the same time, it offers
procedures and rules of play through which conflicts can, including in the long-term,
continue to exist and manifest themselves without a need for the virtual violence that lies
enclosed in them to gain the upper hand and lead to destructive impasses. In this sense, noone has „the last word‟ in a democracy. Democracy encourages everyone to „have their say‟.
Thus, it is precisely because social and political conflicts are an essential characteristic of
democracy that democracy expects all citizens to be involved in these conflicts in one way or
another, and that they should perceive and feel that they are „implied‟ in a never-ending
debate on the definition and destination of their society. This is an objective as well as a
subjective requirement: democracy organises this shared involvement of all its members and
all strata of society, and at the same institutionalises the conflict. It implies that all should feel
involved in the perpetual debate on the purpose and goals of „their‟ society and thus, in one
way or another, should side with one of the conflicting parties. In this manner, conflicts can,
paradoxically, become a factor of social cohesion: the fighting parties manifest themselves,
despite the diverging opinions and interests that divide them, as members of the same society.
They are part of a world which, precisely because it is the subject of conflict and debate, is a
shared world. The shared involvement in a conflict over society itself is an unmistakably
pluralistic manner of meeting the requirement of social cohesion; at the same time it creates a
mutual involvement of all members, without which no society could survive in the long term.
This also means that democracy does not imply consensus or ideological uniformity, but
rather a shared public opinion, in the sense that everyone is aware of the opinions and points
of views of others and take those perspectives into account, however „deviant‟ they may be. It
also presupposes that the members and various groups of a society be aware at least to a
certain extent of each other‟s problems and be willing to consider situations from the other‟s
perspective, which obviously requires a degree of empathy. This is indeed at the heart of the
organisation of our complex contemporary society. Hannerz (1992), for example, asserts that
there is a degree of cohesion to any society, however heterogeneous it may be. He goes on to
argue that defining a notion of coherence that is applicable to complex societies is, however,
not an easy proposition: "What can we mean by coherence, in the case of cultures where
perspectives diverge and then clash, where people may seek advantage by being different,
where groups of people are forever pushing further and further away from the taken for
granted in their search for new understandings, where the gains of expertise are suspected to
be at the expense of common sense, and where in a division of knowledge specialists prefer to
speak to other specialists" (Hannerz,1992). According to Hannerz, a workable notion of
coherence must inevitably be based on the assumption that people are, in a sense, able to
understand the ideas and the externalised manifestations of ideas of other people. We are
concerned here with a perspective that may build bridges to other perspectives. Consequently,
according to this author, the level of coherence in a complex society becomes greater as
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"more people's perspectives make sense of other people's perspectives". This at once implies
that diversity is not necessarily synonymous with incoherence. On the other hand, it is clear
that achieving coherence is problematic under circumstances of diversity. To Hannerz,
coherence is something people need to work at. Concepts such as „order‟, „harmony‟ and
„sustainable equilibrium‟ are of little relevance to this coherence notion. The significance of a
complex culture, argues Hannerz (1992), stems from a moving interconnectedness.
The fact that democracy seeks to achieve this interconnectedness through procedures
and rules of play is not a sign of weakness. Procedures are, in fact, never merely procedures;
adherence to them has an educational effect and creates insight into and respect for contentrelated values. Democratic procedures feed the willingness to communicate with each other
and thus to make oneself understood. They enhance people‟s preparedness to exchange ideas
and to negotiate. They make the citizen realise that one may dispute anything beyond the rules
of conflict, but that the rules themselves must be accepted by all. Consequently, nobody has
the final word and no-one can justifiably lay claim to the truth. Therefore the question arises
whether democracy, seen from this perspective, does not stand to benefit more from engaging
in a struggle for social justice and a more equitable distribution of resources than to focus so
hard on multiculturalism as such.
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