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Opening Statements
• “Most people are other people. Their thoughts are

someone else’s opinions, their lives a mimicry, their
passions a quotation.” – Oscar Wilde

• Amartya Sen’s
Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny



• Identity and Multiculturalism
• Multiculturalism, Identity and Violence
• Multiculturalism and Cosmopolitanism

These are interlinked concepts..



• Group membership:
• Nationality
• Religion
• Political ideology
• Social context

• Personal attributes:
• Intelligence
• Physical looks
• Personality

• Basic attributes:
• Race (skin color, physical features)
• Ethnicity (language, culture)
• Gender Identity
• Sexual Orientation



• Identity can be a complicated matter
• The world is increasingly seen, if only implicitly, as a

federation of religions or civilisations (dominant form of
classification)

• Thereby ignoring all the other ways in which people may see
themselves

• People are categorised uniquely or singularly
• Civilisational or religious partitioning of the world population

leads to a “solitarist approach” to human identity, which sees
human beings as members of exactly one group

• This according to Sen, is a good way of misunderstanding
nearly everyone in the world

• A person’s identity encompasses several collectivities, making
it plural



• These plural identities necessitate or bring up the need
for giving these affiliations relative importance based on
particular context

• Sen stresses on the importance of choice and reason in a
world where violence is perpetrated by means of singular
categorizations (miniaturization)

• No matter what the instigators and their flustered
opinions tell us, there is room for us to decide on our
priorities

• Radical orientation in identity is sold as a piece of 
“discovery” to gullible members of society

• This plays a strong role in stirring violence



• We are influenced by people with whom we identify
• Actively promoted sectarian hatreds can spread like 

wildfire
• Many of the conflicts and barbarities of the world are 

sustained through the illusion of a unique and choiceless
identity

• A major source of potential conflict in the contemporary 
world is the presumption that people can be uniquely 
categorized based on religion or culture 

• Emphasis on the fact that singular classification can make 
the world thoroughly inflammable



Attributes of Identity
• How others see us may greatly differ from how we see 

ourselves
• People ascribe characteristics to other people
• These ascriptions often go with derogation
• Organised attribution can prepare the ground for 

persecution and burial
• The need to recognize the role of reasoning and choice in 

identity-based thinking is thus both exacting and 
extremely important



• A sense of identity can be a source of not merely of pride 
and joy, but also of strength and confidence

• And yet identity can also kill - and kill with abandon

• We are not merely Yugoslavs but Serbs (“We absolutely 
don’t like Muslims”)



• “From my own childhood memory of Hindu-Muslim riots
in the 1940s, linked with the politics of partition, I
recollect the speed with which the broad human beings
of January were suddenly transformed into the ruthless
Hindus and fierce Muslims of July. Hundreds of thousands
perished at the hands of people who, led by the
commanders of carnage, killed others on behalf of their
“own people.””

• Similarly, World War II in Europe, Nazis and Jews



Communitarian/collective identity
• This type of identity is taken to be peerless and

paramount in a predetermined way, as if by nature,
without any need for human choice

• Fundamentalist group structures
• In our lives, we are seen as members of variety of groups,

we belong to all of them
• Many communitarian thinkers tend to argue that a

dominant communal identity is only a matter of self
realization, not of choice

• It is however, hard to believe that a person has no choice
in deciding what relative importance to attach to the
various groups that he/she belongs to



• The adversity of exclusion can be made to go hand in
hand with the gifts of inclusion

• A well integrated community in which the residents are
instinctively good to each other, can be the very same
community where bricks are thrown from the windows
of the immigrants who move into the region from
elsewhere

• We are the same person but we have different roles, 
performance (Goffman)

• Impression given
• Impression given off



• Choice vs Discovery/Self realization
• Rabindranath Tagore’s Gora



What is Multiculturalism? 
Bhikhu Parekh –
• Best understood neither as a political doctrine with a

programmatic content nor a philosophical school with a
distinct theory of man’s place in the world but as a
perspective on or a way of viewing human life

• Human beings are culturally embedded
• Does not mean they are determined by their culture, in the

sense of being unable to rise above categories of thought
• Deeply shaped by culture
• Different cultures represent different systems of meaning and

life
• Promotes institutionalization of cultural diversity
• Rejects coercive assimilation



Multicultural, Multiculturalist, 
Multiculturalism

• Multicultural – One that includes two or more cultures

• Multiculturalist – Ability to welcome and cherish cultural
diversity, making it central to its self understanding,
respecting the cultural demands of its constituent
communities

• Multiculturalism – it is a normative response to the fact
of cultural diversity



Will Kymlicka –
• Multiculturalism as an umbrella term, designed

• to provide some level of  public recognition
• To provide support or to accommodation to non-dominant 

ethnocultural groups

• Also to maintain and express their distinct identities and 
practices



Types of Multiculturalism
• Radical/Conservative: Claims that cultural groups, not the 

individual, should be the yardstick for considerations of 
justice. Assimilationist model of cultural diversity

• Liberal: tends to exoticize others in a nativistic retreat that 
locates difference in a primeval past of cultural 
authenticity. Often referred to as “cultural tourism.” 
Reifies people of color into “tightly bound fictive 
identities that reproduce notions of inherent, durable, 
and unbridgeable differences between people”



• Critical multiculturalism:
• is committed to taking cultural competence out of the

classroom and into an antiracist practice
• recognizes the socio-historical construct of race, and its

intersections with class, gender, nation, sexuality and capitalism
• Does not have state driven policies

• Soft/Corporate: takes as its starting point the
acknowledgement that the school system needs to be
revised in order to incorporate the experience of all pupils
into the delivery of the syllabus of school subjects,
includes state drive policies



Amartya Sen on multiculturalism
• Stirs up passion against minority groups
• Tendency towards “Othering” and Xenophobia
• Creates strife and carnage by means of unintentional but 

prominent segregation of groups and identities
• Demand for multiculturalism is strong in the contemporary 

world
• Much invoked in the making of social, cultural and political 

policies particularly in Western Europe and America
• Ideas of identities and their relation to violence in the world is 

closely linked with the understanding of the nature, 
implications, and merits (or demerits) of multiculturalism 



• Increased global contacts and interactions, and in particular extensive 
migrations, have placed diverse practices of different cultures next to 
each other

• “love thy neighbor” emerges when neighbours live by and large the 
same kind of life

• However, the same entreaty to love one’s neighbours now requires 
people to take an interest in the very diverse modes of living of people 
seen as the “Others”

• Raises the question of how human beings are seen
• Britain, France, Germany problems with multiculturalism
• Akbar, the great insisted that faith cannot have priority over reason
• Convinced that he had to take a serious interest in the religions of 

multicultural India, he arranged for recurring dialogues with Hindus, 
Muslims, Christians, Jews, Parsees, Jains, and even Carvakas



• There are basically two distinct approaches to 
multiculturalism:

• One of which concentrates on the promotion of diversity as a 
value in itself

• The other approach focuses on the freedom of reason and 
decision-making, and celebrates cultural diversity to the extent 
that it is as freely chosen as possible by the persons involved



• The multiculturalist respect for the Other’s specificity is 
the very form of asserting one’s own superiority – Zizek
1997

• …if we are to move beyond racism we shall have in the 
end, to move beyond current racial identities – Appiah
1996

• “Culture” of caste
• “Samaj”, form of caste parading as culture, termed to be 

an impossible community



What is Cosmopolitanism?
• The idea that all human beings regardless of their various 

affiliations, belong to a single community
• An ideal of universal solidarity 
• Kant views the sovereignty of nations as an inviolable 

right, one which forms an integral part of his 
cosmopolitanism

• "No independently existing state, whether it be large or 
small, may be acquired by another state by inheritance, 
exchange, purchase or gift”



• Kantian cosmopolitanism entails a condemnation of 
colonialism, thereby enshrining the respect among 
peoples for the universal right to occupy the earth's 
surface

• “The peoples of the earth have thus entered in varying 
degrees into a universal community, and it has developed 
to the point where a violation of rights in one part of the 
world is felt everywhere”



• Under the heading of the “cosmopolitan point of view” 
Kant sought to give concrete realization to the 
universality of the rights of man

• His argument contained four key elements:
1) The generalization of republicanism within all societies;
2) The establishment of a legal authority at the 

international Level
3) The extension of rights to foreigners
4) Putting an end to the barbarities of colonialism



• If the rights of man were to belong to all, then the
benefits of the republican government could not remain a
preserve of French or American superiority, but had to be
made available to all nations

• If international law was to become more then mere
words, a federation of nations had to be established with
the same kind of authority to enforce law between
societies as the state had to enforce law within societies

• If the rights of man were to become truly universal then
civil and political rights had to be supplemented with
cosmopolitan rights that guaranteed hospitality to
strangers landing on foreign shores



• If the barbarities associated with colonialism were to be 
ended then the fiction that colonial territories were lands 
empty of people had to be dispelled (Kant rejects 
Lockean views of property)



• Kant advanced 3 main lines of argument:
• The economic rationality of cosmopolitanism in a commercial 

age in which peaceful exchange is more profitable then 
plunder

• The political utility of cosmopolitanism for states forced to arm 
themselves against other states confronted by escalating risks 
and costs of warfare

• The affinity of cosmopolitanism to republicanism given that 
republican rulers could no longer declare war without 
consulting their citizens



• Palmer stresses on the loss of identity
• At the core of cosmopolitan stance lies the right to exit, but the act of

exiting entails different costs for different persons in different
contexts



Multiculturalism and Cosmopolitanism

• Prescribed vs Ascribed
• Normative response from the state vs Philosophical 

approach
• Collective identity vs Individual identity
• Singularist approach vs Universalist approach
• ‘Implementable’ as state policy vs personal subscription 

to ‘universalist’ outlook
• Recent phenomenon vs older ‘universalist’ articulations 

of the world



Multiculturalism or Cosmopolitanism?

• Which brings out the strengthening factor in identity?

• Which approach would reduce violence?



Conclusion
• Both multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism bring out

strengthening factors in identity
• Cosmopolitanism approach would reduce violence

because it does not involve partitioning people based on
singularist/particularist grounds. Multiculturalism does
not address in depth the fact that people are diversely
different. Multiculturalism has often been a trigger for
communal disharmony

• in the 1920s nation states formed all over the world,
which in turn formed strong national identities. However,
since the mass migration of people there has been a
dilution of national identities as people carry
transnational identities



• Choice and reason are paramount in the formation of identity
• People should know how to prioritize affiliations
• Shared humanity gets savagely challenged when the manifold 

divisions in the world are unified into one allegedly dominant system 
of classification
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