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Preface

Tarig Modood

The essays that constitute the chapters in this volume are explora-
tions of various aspects of the political theory of multiculturalism.
Each is freestanding and of value in itself but all except one were
presented at a symposium to honour the contribution of Bhikhu
Parekh to this subject, the political theory of multiculturalism.
Some of the chapters are concerned primarily with facets of
Parekh’s theory; more are concerned primarily with a substantive
topic within the political theory of multiculturalism, and in this
way engage with his contribution. What unites them is the appre-
ciation that Parekh’s work on multiculturalism, in particular his
book Rethinking Multiculturalism (2000; second edition, 2006)
is a significant presence that has helped to make this subdiscipline
of political philosophy. In the next chapter, Varun Uberoi intro-
duces Parekh’s philosophy of multiculturalism and the contents of
the book. I would like to start the book — just as the symposium
started — with a few words to honour Bhikhu Parekh.

Parekh is a remarkable political philosopher who has pub-
lished major books on many philosophers and concepts. Political
theorists he has written about include Bentham, Marx, Arendt
and Oakeshott; among concepts he has written about are justice,
equality, ideology and civil association. Moreover, Parekh has
thought seriously and continuously about his discipline, about the
nature of political philosophy, about how it should be pursued
and what it is capable of. Indeed, his work on multiculturalism
is only a fraction of his political philosophy output. Yet there is
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PREFACE

no doubt that it is his most widely read work on multiculturalism
that has stimulated the most response and had the most profound
influence. It has played a major role in the intellectual formation
of later generations and in creating a sense of where the impor-
tant issues are and how they should be engaged with. Many
of the contributors of this volume said they were keen to par-
ticipate in this project because of what Bhikhu Parekh meant to
them.

To several of us this does not refer to political philosophy
alone but has at least two other important aspects. First, there
is his example of public service and intellectual public engage-
ment, which has been impressive, and an inspiration and a guide
to others. Parekh was a member of some of the earliest British
government commissions on racial disadvantage and multicultur-
alism, initially in relation to schooling, such as the ones known
by the reports named after their chairmen, Rampton (1981) and
Swann (1985), later becoming Deputy Chair and Acting Chair of
the Commission for Racial Equality. Through both such public
service and public interventions Parekh has influenced consider-
ably the way in which citizens, intellectuals and policy makers
have come to think about and understand racial equality and
multiculturalism in Britain and further afield. Parekh was most
significant for instance in articulating, stimulating and leading a
multiculturalist position at the time of the Satanic Verses affair.
He was later the Chair of the Commission of Multi-ethnic Britain,
which produced what is known as the Parekh Report, one of the
most important public documents in its field, and just before its
publication in 2000 Parekh was made a Labour member of the
House of Lords, a position he continues to serve with distinction.
(Parekh has also played a role in Indian public life but I write here
of what I have personally observed.)

Second, Parekh’s career in political philosophy and as a public
intellectual (in challenging orthodoxies, leading new debates and
pointing to new conceptions of who we were as a public and
as a country) has been as an ethnic minority individual, as a
British Asian. This has given him a direct insight into the things
that are theorised in this book, meaning that he can speak with
some authenticity and authority on the nature and desirability of



PREFACE

multiculturalism, but it has also meant an uphill climb to be heard
and to be taken seriously, especially in public affairs.

As a political philosopher, a public intellectual and a British
Asian he has been a guide and an inspiration to many. While this
book is primarily an engagement in political philosophy, each of
these elements has played a part in motivating the contributors to
this book to be part of this collection.
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Introduction — Parekhian Multiculturalism

Varun Uberoi

What are sometimes called ‘political theories of multiculturalism’
have a complex philosophical and political history.! They emerged
only after forms of identity politics spread in different countries,
along with the intuition that different types of cultural minorities
deserve better treatment than they often receive.? Political theo-
rists made sense of this intuition in different ways, hence some
showed why much of what cultural minorities strive for is com-
patible with liberal theories of justice.? Others claimed such liberal
theories of justice focus on distribution when they should focus
on the domination and oppression that cultural minorities face.*
Yet others ventured beyond theories of justice to note how people
need parents, partners and close friends to accept, affirm and
respect how they see themselves, which must come from within to
be ‘authentic’;’ but minorities often internalise inauthentic under-
standings of themselves as inferiors.® Similarly, Bhikhu Parekh
in Rethinking Multiculturalism (RM)’ ventured beyond theories of
justice and did so in a way that was immediately noted by authors
of alternative approaches to be highly significant. RM was said to
justify intercultural dialogue in a unique way and could explain,
unlike other theories, why cultural diversity is valuable.® It was
said to avoid ‘privileging’ liberalism and justice over other ideals;’
it tackled many hard cases; was ‘profound, original and wide-
ranging’.!? As a result of RM, some claim Parekh is ‘among the
greatest figures’ in contemporary British political theory!! while
others claim he has influenced how we think about politics.!'?
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Many thus study Parekh’s work.’> And even those outside the
academy who criticise Parekh note how RM influenced them and
how it should influence others too.!*

RM was thus significant and this volume continues the project
that RM began by first helping to fill a gap. Sustained examina-
tions of parts of RM'S do not explore why and how Parekh offers
the theory that he does!¢ so I will do so in this introduction.
[ provide a new way to think about RM, its prominent critics
and its themes. Subsequent chapters then explore the intellectual
history of some of RM’s themes, use such themes to explore con-
temporary dilemmas in multicultural societies and develop these
themes in wholly new directions.

I explore why Parekh offers the theory that he does by briefly
examining where his philosophical approach and aims in RM
come from and how Parekh offers the theory he does by examin-
ing the nature and structure of RM. I then show how subsequent
chapters make use of many of the themes of RM that I discuss.

The intellectual origins of RM

Others show how Michael Oakeshott’s Rationalism in Politics
influenced his former student, Bhikhu Parekh.!” But RM was
also shaped by Oakeshott’s early understanding of philosophy in
Experience and its Modes which is complex. Yet briefly, Oakeshott
argued that scholarly enquiries like history or science are ‘worlds
of ideas’!® that remain ‘abstract’ until we examine and relate
the presuppositions on which they rest. Thus we might explore
how history presupposes conceptions of time and change, or
how science presupposes conceptions of regularity and predic-
tion; and philosophy does just this. Philosophy removes abstrac-
tion by examining and relating all such presuppositions to present
‘a unity of valid ... and irreducible’ ideas.!” When presupposi-
tions are examined and related they are no longer presupposed
thus philosophy is ideally ‘presuppositionless’ enquiry.?® Parekh
endorsed such a view of philosophy even when discussing alter-
natives from Marx and Arendt.?! Hence in the year RM was
published, Parekh argued ‘whatever else it may be, philosophy
is a relentless . . . search for full self-consciousness, a determined
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attempt to uncover and critically examine all its own basic
assumptions . . .>.?2

Note, however, that RM is no example of early Oakeshottian
political philosophy which, at the time, Oakeshott called ‘pseudo-
philosophy’.?*  ‘Pseudo-philosophy’ retains abstraction and
Oakeshott used Ethics as an example as it seldom examined how
values presuppose understandings of ‘morality’, ‘good’, ‘right’,
of ‘ought’ and ‘is’. Similarly, political philosophy seldom avoids
abstraction by ‘thinking out to the end’** political life and how,
for example, it presupposes human life, life and existence, thus
moving away from politics which is a ‘starting place’® ‘soon
out of sight and out of mind’.?¢ Parekh disagreed as he saw
how a political philosopher might instead minimise his presup-
positions and work in the opposite direction to Oakeshott by
moving gradually towards political life. For example, a political
philosopher might examine the nature of human life and why it is
usually shared with many others, why doing so requires a system
of authority in which loyalty, obligation, liberty and so on are
conceived and related in ways that legitimise some institutions,
but not others. This gradually shapes the ‘framework’ of our
‘thought’,?” ‘choices’?® and ‘recommendations’® for political life
and this is the approach to political philosophy that Parekh used
in RM.

This approach is not presuppositionless but it entails a more
limited range of presuppositions about, for example, how human
life presupposes life or existence and a means to conceptualise
both. Exploring all presuppositions on the way to exploring polit-
ical life may mean never getting to the latter. But a philosopher
can be aware that his arguments remain, as Oakeshott later said,
‘conditional’ and still approximate®® to the ideal of being ‘presup-
positionless’ by minimising his presuppositions and Parekh tried
to do just this in RM.

Parekh would thus avoid the unquestioned assumptions of
other political theories of multiculturalism. For example, Will
Kymlicka claims that ‘individuals ... are the ultimate units of
moral worth’.3! But this assumes unspecified understandings of
human life, moral worth and a way to justify a hierarchy of moral
worth. It also assumes reasons for when, why and how to think



