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Abstract 
This paper reflects on foundations of integration in our differentiated and 
globalized society from a sociological point of view, and links this reflection 
to most recent scientific acquisitions of the New Systems Theory or Com-
plexity Science about how all systems, natural as well as social systems, work 
and evolve. Incorporating the sociological tradition on differentiation 
processes as rule of social functioning, the contemporary sociology accepted 
emergent, far from equilibrium (entropy), self-organization, unpredictable 
and surprising organizational change processes, operative closure and auto-
poiesis concepts, as particularly adapting concepts to represent social systems 
and, above all, our contemporary society characterized by an increase of 
complexity due to differentiation, individualization and globalization processes. 
In this regard, strong and permanent migratory waves, due to economic and 
digital globalization processes, and increasing cultural differentiation proc-
esses, have led contemporary western societies to face a serious social organ-
izational problem: how the recognition of cultural difference and the instance 
of social integration can be reconciled? In this regard, the characterization of 
all systems as able to adapt to environmental perturbations and survive by 
self-organizing, balancing organization integrative constraints and emergen-
cies, that is, far from complete differentiation, without being even minimal 
connection (far from equilibrium or in the edge of the chaos), can constitute 
a valid point of reference for sociologically reflecting, starting from here, on 
current integration policies of cultural differences in our complex society 
(pluralism, multiculturalism, interculturalism) and their implications for so-
cial integration. About it, the paper accepts the perspective of those socio-
logical and political theories according to which, from a theoretical and em-
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pirical point of view, the sufficiency of procedural foundations seems to show 
serious limits as integrative constraint. Therefore, the Complexity language 
can justify the caution with which the normative multiculturalism—which 
implies it—is believed that should be considered, by anchoring it to the vision 
of a society conceived so as to dangerously visit that range of maximum dif-
ferentiation which should be avoided, being identified as the range of ungov-
ernability. Islamic radicalism and nationalistic rejection signs in the West 
show that this is no a mere theoretical possibility. How to bridge this rela-
tionality deficit that normative multiculturalism seems to institute and avoid 
the risk of a society unable to regain order with coherence? The Complexity 
framework is where the entire debate must be kept. Here, the integration 
proposal of interculturalism can gain greater meaning, avoiding the risks of 
mono-culturalism, on the one hand, and social balkanization, on the other 
hand. 
 

Keywords 
Identity and Otherness, Complex Social Systems, Social Integration,  
Multiculturalism 

 

1. The Framework of the Problem 

This paper reflects on foundations of integration in our differentiated and glob-
alized society from a sociological point of view, and links this reflection to most 
recent scientific acquisitions of the New Systems Theory or Complexity Science 
about how all systems, natural as well as social systems, work and evolve. Incor-
porating the sociological tradition on differentiation processes as rule of social 
functioning, the contemporary Sociology (i.e. Luhmann, 1984) accepted emer-
gent far from equilibrium (entropy) self-organization, unpredictable and sur-
prising organizational change processes, operative closure and autopoiesis con-
cepts, such as Prigogine (Prigogine & Nicolis, 1977; Prigogine & Stengers, 1979) 
suggested for dissipative structures in Physics and Maturana & Varela in 
Neuro-cognitive Sciences (1984), as particularly adapting concepts to represent 
social systems and, above all, our contemporary society, characterized by an in-
crease of complexity due to differentiation and globalization processes. Accept-
ing the Morinian definition of systems (Morin, 1977; 2008) as unitas multiplex 
(solidal ring or interweaving of interactions—complementary, antagonistic, 
concorrent relationships—such that no one exist and can be understood in isola-
tion from the whole, proceeding by constraints and emergences, by qualitative 
jumps), the conception of modern society as complex society is very justified. 
Morphologically, the images of modern society as a network society, risk society, 
or uncertainty society are those that best represent the social complexification 
process. Worldwide circulations of goods, capital, businesses, people, ideas, cul-
tures, mark the transformation of the world in which we live to a complex unity, 
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a meta-structure that connects a dense network of cultural, political and eco-
nomic relations never before seen in any other historical epoch. The idea that 
increase in complexity engenderates is that of a differentiated society, individua-
lized and globalized, and interconnected society, characterized by a plurality, not 
linked to a place, of social spheres, networks of communication, market rela-
tions, lifestyles, signaling the decline of the nation-state (Beck, 1997), and by 
rapid, unexpected and profound changes in social organization, disorganization 
and emergent, unpredictable, surprising re-organization processes, due to scien-
tific and technological-digital progress and to degrees of freedom conquered by 
individualization processes with respect to rigid institutionalized principles of 
social regulation of traditional order.  

So, in our modern complex, individualized and democratic as well as cultu-
rally more and more differentiated societies, because of strong and permanent 
migratory waves due to economic and digital globalization processes, societies, 
cultural differentiation has led contemporary Western societies to face a serious 
social organizational problem involving integration, that is, to aspects of social 
conflict that make social integration and cohesion problematic and require solu-
tions. 

The framing of the problem is the following. 
Current strong migratory waves due to globalization process have emphasized 

the problem of the meaning by which the concept of equality should now be 
understood in social contexts marked by an unprecedented state of alterity ex-
cess (Grillo, 2007, or, with another eloquent expression, of super-diversity, Ver-
tovec, 2007), and strongly reiterated the theme of identity and ways of possible 
reconciliation between diversity, social integration and cohesion. 

Such issues naturally lead to debate on postmodern Societies. The current lo-
cal cultures expansion on a global scale and processes of new localization within 
different socio-cultural contexts lead to outline a postmodernity that encompass 
tensions due to the de-localization and re-localization, the territorial decomposi-
tion and re-composition, of social and cultural ties, now without any more 
boundaries of space and time. This is the basis of the identity problem. The pro-
gressive shattering of those boundaries, of those symbolic barriers from which, 
however, local cultures had previously received some form of protection, 
re-introduces the theme of the encounter/clash between different cultural identi-
ties, different universalisms characterized by different value systems and differ-
ent processes of individual identity building. Western cultural universalism, with 
its characteristics of rationalization, liberalism and moral individualism, collides 
with other universalisms, such as, for example, the Islamic one, which in its most 
traditionalistic form accentuates largely collective and community dimensions 
that contribute to structuring the subjective identity perception and reality in-
terpretation. Thus, emerges one of the peculiarities of post-modernity, which 
adds to tensions of modern solidarity, associated with rationalization canons and 
the predominance of the individual dimension of identity in respect to the col-
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lective one, a permanent tension between rationalization and individualization 
requirements, on the one hand, and membership needs and collective, national 
and religious identities claims, on the other hand. Due to the fact that our socie-
ties are becoming more and more immigration societies, the peculiar dilemma of 
modern societies is in finding ways to encourage and promote peaceful social 
relations among different cultural universes, host societies and minority groups: 
how to configure the relationship between alterity and identity, how to create 
unity from difference, promoting a peaceful coexistence and social cohesion 
state based on equity criteria. What integration and cohesion model should we 
realize? How can integration and social cohesion emerge and be maintained in a 
context of ever-increasing cultural differentiation? How the recognition of cul-
tural difference and the instance of social integration can be reconciled? Differ-
ent organizational change solutions have been proposed and a controversial de-
bate has started up. Procedural foundations of integration, as normative multi-
culturalism wants, or moral foundations, a base, albeit minimal, of shared values 
between “us” and “them”, as pluralism theories suggest? 

This debate is very controversial. 
As just said, over the last few decades, moral philosophy and political theory 

have proposed different approaches to these issues, depending on the emphasis 
on individualization or collective identification processes of identity construc-
tion. The link is immediately apparent: depending on which dimension of iden-
tity is emphasized, different modes of conceiving the bases of integration and 
social solidarity, different modes of recognizing rights (individual rights vs. col-
lective rights), and, therefore, understanding the difference and the modes of in-
clusion and relationships with it, result (Colombo, 2002). In this sense, liberals 
and communitarian, already split on the question of identity, have further di-
vided themselves over the question of relationship management between identity 
and alterity. In general terms, we can say that all the positions appear classifiable 
according to a demarcation line marked by the answer to the main problem, i.e., 
as Hall (2000, 2001) states, whether cultural differences are always and exclu-
sively restricted to the private sphere for a universal equality of rights, according 
to the model of liberal-democratic pluralist inclusiveness (undifferentiated citi-
zenship), or whether, as the most recent multiculturalist inclusion model states, 
cultural differences must be publicly recognized and have a place in political life 
according to a different meaning of the principle of equality, intended as public 
respect of differences.  

Thus, multiculturalism, as a social inclusion and integration model (out-
group-ingroup), in other words, a normative model for regulating relationships 
with ethnic differences in a social context in which a preexisting, dominant cul-
ture prevails, emphasizes as its theoretical assumption, and as criterion of coex-
istence and social integration, the enhancement of cultural specificity, being the 
founding principle of individual and collective identity and, therefore, worthy of 
being promoted, recognized, protected, safeguarded in the public sphere against 
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assimilation attempts and/or segregation and social exclusion practices.  
Multiculturalism is, therefore, a theory, a doctrine of difference, and policy of 

difference. Emphasized in principle, the valorization of cultural specificity is re-
solved in a policy of recognition of special, collective rights, differentiated by 
group, which takes into account the specificity of individual value communities 
(differentiated citizenship, which extends universal citizenship, based on equal 
economic, social and political rights, to incorporate cultural, differentiated, 
group rights; Young, 1989, 1990; Taylor, 1992, Kymlicka, 1995a, 2018). On this 
common matrix, which rejects the individualistic conception of liberal society, 
overturning the liberal individualistic conception of the privatization of differ-
ences, in the name of universalistic principles of equality, in recognition of dif-
ferences on a public and institutional level, two main currents of thought can be 
distinguished, based on the degree in which the recognition is conceptualized, 
resulting in more or less radical positions. 

The communitarian multiculturalism emphasizes a recognition process of 
collective rights which confers, in a more radical way, full autonomy from main-
stream (separate Institutions—Schools, Courts, Hospitals, Churches, Cemete-
ries...—from dominant institutions) to different ethnic and cultural communi-
ties, present in the same socio-political reality. The pluralist multiculturalism 
follows a liberal-democratic orientation (Zamagni, 2002), agreeing to the recog-
nition of cultural minority group rights while, at the same time, limiting practic-
es and traditions being contrary to liberal principles of respect for the dignity 
and liberty of human beings (such as polygamy or infibulation) (Kymlicka, 
1995a; 1995b). Above and beyond the greater or lesser radical recognition status, 
collective rights represents, for both versions, the conditio sine qua non for ho-
noring ethnic and cultural differences and is the key element for creating inclu-
sion, social cooperation, peaceful coexistence and cohesion. 

As mentioned above, the sufficiency of criteria relating to pluralistic and lib-
eral-democratic model of relationship and communication, of social coexistence 
and integration, deriving from Enlightenment inspiration, comes into question. 
From a liberal point of view, the public-private distinction is the main virtue of 
liberalism, which finds the solution to religious, cultural conflicts, from which it 
historically originated, in the strategy of privatization and public secularism 
(Barry, 2001). Freedom of choice and action as a right which is recognized to the 
individual as such (including religious freedom), regardless of race and mem-
bership to a particular community of social practices, values and traditions, the 
universal equality, as a principle of guarantee of the real possibility of activation 
in the public sphere of individually recognized liberties and identities, and the 
liberal neutrality of the State with its universal citizenship, do not seem, accord-
ing to multiculturalists, be sufficient to ensure full realization of identity and 
freedom of choice, action and participation in the political arena of those who 
recognize themselves in a community of traditions and values other than those 
constitutive of the host society’s culture, nor, as a result, a peaceful social coha-
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bitation. The realization of this freedom of individual choice would only come 
about through public recognition of the specificity of the culture of belonging, as 
a cognitive reference parameter for building personal identity and for the inter-
pretation of reality. 

If, therefore, from the pluralist-liberal perspective, freedom in equality and its 
exercise, respecting democratic principles, are the means of ensuring the very 
possibility of difference, avoiding diversity can become a source of inequality 
and discrimination, precisely this system is a source of inequality and discrimi-
nation for the theorists of Pluralist Multiculturalism à la Kylimcka and commu-
nitarian approach à la Taylor. This is not only because equality so understood, 
within the framework of an individually recognized right of liberty, end up ab-
sorbing and phagocytizing differences and, de facto, not to recognize them, but 
also because it needs, for its public recognition and validation, the legitimacy of 
a criterion, that of the majority, which could disadvantage and exclude cultural 
minorities. 

In this sense, criticism against the universalist claims of the individualistic and 
democratic “open society” model, based on the union of freedom-equality, is 
criticism against an inclusion process that would naturally lead to the disap-
pearance of cultural differences, creating assimilationist and homogenizing risks 
and a poor level of social equity (on the possible integration limits of the assimi-
lationist approach, the French example can be cited, guilty of encouraging exclu-
sion, marginalization, social isolation of entire sectors of the population, and a 
general state of possible conflict,; see Murray, 2006; Silberman et al., 2007). The 
salad bowl seems to be the most suitable metaphor for expressing the multicul-
turalist idea of a social coexistence project where all differences would likely 
coexist, distinctly and publicly recognized, without annulling themselves or 
merging into a single cultural and social reality (melting pot), with greater 
guarantee of equity and social justice. 

No doubt, this multiculturalist re-definition of coexistence rules with identity 
minorities has been affected by the processes of change that, from a sociological 
and historical point of view, have characterized the migratory phenomena, par-
ticularly referring to the behavioral model of immigrants in post-modern socie-
ties. Contemporary, sociological discussion has highlighted how the newcomers 
that currently reside in both Europe and North America have sociological con-
notations that are very different from those we were used to during the initial 
migrations of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and how this affects 
the addressing of the debate on contemporary democracy. For a long time, the 
social action of the migrant was not directed so much to maintain differences 
but to attain full social and cultural integration for equal economic and political 
participation along with the native population. After a clean break from the 
country of origin, migrants of the past aimed at achieving as quickly as possible 
assimilation and new acculturation (Zamagni, 2002), because the opening to the 
customs and traditions of the new homeland represented the necessary prere-
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quisite for the economic success and social recognition (Colombo, 2002). Today, 
on the contrary, migrants tend to speak more and more the language of their 
ethnic roots, share a strong collective identity which is no longer satisfied by the 
freedom-equality model, of which assimilatory risks are feared. The “melting pot 
metaphor does not stand”, Glazer wrote already in 1970 in his Beyond the Melt-
ing pot (1970), signaling in the United States the persistent resistance, through-
out generations, of the cultural specificities of Latino and Afro-American minor-
ities to be melted and amalgamated in the highly vaunted crucible of a new hu-
manity. On the other hand, today’s migrations, especially of Muslim cultural 
matrix, pose new problems—new challenges to Western liberal-democratic sys-
tems (especially European), and to the principles that have inspired the political 
foundations of social cohesion. 

It is of no surprise, then, that, through these processes of change, the issue of 
identity and the relationship between identity and otherness has increasingly 
become central, in the political sphere, as well as in academic debates. Hence, is 
born, as said above, a new sentiment towards cultural difference, and a rebirth of 
policies, capable of valorizing difference through the public recognition of be-
longing to a group in the name of which autonomy and privileged access to so-
cial resources can be claimed. 

For its part, the doctrine of multiculturalism (no matter whether communi-
tarist or pluralist) emerges to give theoretical support to the demands of differ-
ence recognition advanced by ethnic-cultural and religious minorities, theoreti-
cally arguing the right of everyone to form their own identity not only as an in-
dividual but also as a culture (Taylor, 1992), and emphasizing the recognition 
not only of individual rights to freedom and life but also to other rights that do 
not derive from our humanity but from collective conceptions of social goods 
and with a local and particular character (Walzer, 1999). In fact, according to 
Taylor, the feeling of authenticity, the same sentiment which modern sensibility 
advocates, asks today to Western contemporary democracies an active commit-
ment towards the policies of identity as an active recognition of the right to 
freedom to preserve and cultivate one’s own cultural specificity (the proposal for 
a type 2 liberalism). 

Adopted, thus, officially for the first time in Canada in 1971 as government 
policy by the Canadian Multiculturalism Act, in order to establish an equality 
declined on the recognition of cultural difference by affirming the value and 
dignity of all Canadian citizens, without distinction of racial or ethnic origins, 
language and religion, afterward countries like Australia, New Zealand, and, for 
Europe, at the beginning of the 80s, Great Britain, Denmark, the Netherlands, 
Norway have implemented and experimented the model of inclusion and inte-
gration based on multiculturalism, recognizing large areas of freedom for ethnic 
and religious communities, with the possibility of organizing oneself starting 
from one’s own rules and customs (Glazer, 1997). 

Sociological research interested in contextualizing the application, in political 
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terms, of multicultural doctrine demands and in empirically evaluating their im-
plications, offers a rather varied panorama. Referents of multicultural policies 
have changed over space and time. Thus, the trans-oceanic precursors of multi-
culturalism focused on national minorities or on indigenous groups. In fact, the 
referents of Taylor’s theorization were the Canadian Anglophone minorities 
present on the French speaking territory. Nowadays, the referents, especially in 
Europe, have become Islamic culture minorities. 

From this perspective, acknowledged again in the 2000 Runnymede Trust 
Report, The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain, multicultural British orthodoxy, for 
example, referring more to colonial immigration minorities than to national 
minorities or indigenous groups as concerned the trans-oceanic precursors, en-
sured public recognition of ethnic and cultural differences in various institution-
al areas (group rights valid for legitimizing institutional autonomy in reference 
to schools, cemeteries, churches, courts such as the Shari’a courts), as well as 
through a variety of public measures such as the adaptation of school curricula, 
support for food codes, clothing codes (i.e., the exemption for Sikhs to wear the 
helmet) and organizations and consultative bodies, health prevention campaigns 
in multiple languages, work permits for cult practices, recognition of different 
matrimonial contracts, divorces and traditions related to inheritance succession, 
media controls to avoid offensive and discriminatory stereotyping. We can find 
a large variety of local civic programs, depending, from time to time, on the as-
sumptions of what has been called radical multiculturalism or polycentric mul-
ticulturalism (Shohat & Stam, 1994), insurgent multiculturalism (Giroux, 1994), 
public space multiculturalism (Vertovec, 1996), difference multiculturalism 
(Turner, 1993), critical multiculturalism (Foreign Policy Centre Chicago Cultur-
al Studies Group, 1994), and weak or strong multiculturalism (Grillo, 2005). 

Recently, however, if it is true, on the one hand, that the multiculturalist in-
clusion model reflects the social and political tensions created by an ideal of 
equality increasingly felt in a constrictive way, tensions that seemed no longer 
able to find their political synthesis in the program of integration-assimilation of 
the differences shared up to then by the western nation states, on the other hand 
it has become the subject of a heated debate on the academic and political levels. 

Multiculturalist principles have had to face a hard confrontation with the Is-
lamic cultural specificity: the migratory minorities of Islamic culture would put 
to the test the presuppositions of union and social communication, the promises 
of peaceful coexistence that justify the adoption of multiculturalist practices and 
policies of identity recognition. After more than thirty years, starting from the 
terrorist attacks in New York, Madrid and London between 2001 and 2005, the 
murder of Teo Van Gogh in Holland by a Dutch of Moroccan origin and the in-
creasing radicalization of costumes and the traditions of Islamic communities 
indexed everywhere in Europe by a growing trend of arranged marriages, honor 
killings, practices of infibulation, the issue of whether multiculturalism is a valid 
response to guaranteeing a state of social integration and peaceful coexistence 
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between cultural identities different coexisting within the borders of the same 
nation and with a dominant culture has strongly questioned the political and 
above all academic world.. The issue of whether the emphasis on ethnic roots 
and cultural recognition through Institutions of group rights can foster a rela-
tional nature and good communication between groups, or whether they will 
separate and alienate them, potentially compromising social cohesion and peace, 
assumes, today, in an increasingly complex migratory picture, new specificity, 
and requires a treatment that takes proper account of it. The most recent attacks 
on Brussels in 2015, in London, and in Finland, as well as in Paris, Nantes, Ber-
lin, Spain and Austria confirm this issue’s pressing social importance. 

Regarding the political sphere, in recent decades, the US as well as Great Brit-
ain and other European countries, which have been at the avant guard in the 
practice of multiculturalism have experienced what has been termed cultur-
al-diversity skeptical turn or, again, multiculturalism backlash (Vermeulen & 
Pennix, 2000; Brubaker, 2001; Scheffer, 2001; Kundnami, 2002; Entizinger, 2003; 
Joppke, 2004; Grillo, 2005, 2007; McGhee, 2005, 2008; Slack, 2006; Lust, 2008; 
Simon & Sala Pala, 2010; Prins & Saharso, 2010; Hedetoft, 2010; Schönwälder, 
2010). Terms like “crisis”, “failure”, “sunset”, “retreat”, “death” of multicultural-
ism now appear in the agenda of political discourse, shifting from the affirma-
tion of differences to shared values. 

For example, echoing the contents of the 2001 Cantle Report, following the 
racial unrest in several cities in Northern England, encouraging immigrant iden-
tity minorities to live separate, parallel lives without sharing national liberal val-
ues, was the effect of the multicultural toleration already denounced by David 
Cameron when he was British Prime Minister, and, before him, by the German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel. This same state of affairs has also induced the Neth-
erlands and Denmark to rethink the possibilities of difference recognition with 
renewed caution. 

Centrist civic integration policies (education programs that promote host 
country’s language learning, history, traditions, liberal and democratic values; 
the introduction in UK of citizenship tests as well as of Gesinnungtest and of 
naturalization ceremonies in Germany; and the latest institutional de-radicalization 
programs in Denmark) are clear signs of current policy changes.  

In the academic sphere, the emergence, in the current migratory picture, of 
dissonant effects with respect to the multicultural premises and promises of un-
ion and social peace, has become the contingent occasion to rediscuss the as-
sumptions of normative multiculturalism. In this regard, the contemporary de-
bate seems to be characterized by the radical divergence of positions. 

On one hand, it has been pointed out that the recognition of group rights and 
religions in the public sphere, cannot be called into question by Islamic radical-
ism, and that, on the contrary, the relevance of normative multiculturalism must 
be reaffirmed as project of nation-remaking and constructing a new national 
identity and a new social cohesion, articulated around the fundamental respect 
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of cultural freedom, according to a concept of equality not reduced to homolo-
gation and assimilation (Modood, 2007/2013, 2010, 2011, 2018a; Meer & Mod-
ood, 2009, 2013; 2015; Kymlicka, 2010, 2018). According to Modood, which has 
presented normative multiculturalism as a form of dialogical citizenship (Mo-
dood, 2007/2013: pp. 126-128, 116-118), the error lies rather, in an conception of 
culture which does not recognize differences within groups, consenting to the 
identification of the religious identity of the Muslims sic et simpliciter with Is-
lamic fundamentalism From Modood’s perspective (Meer & Modood, 2009; 
Modood, 2011, 2018a), no doubt, reviving ideological secularism would mean, 
on the contrary, to thwart the construction of a new multicultural national iden-
tity and, therefore, a more inclusive integration of Muslim communities—who 
recognize themselves as religious entities—in the democratic city, where feelings 
of belonging to the mainstream can bind with those belonging to the culture of 
origin (hyphenation). 

On the other hand, some major criticisms have been advanced, to the doctrin-
al formulation of multiculturalism itself, highlighting potential ethical-political 
risks inherent in and of itself in the paradigm of group rights, always liable, from 
these interpretive perspectives, to invalidate the results of his, albeit in more or 
less variable forms, applications (Schlesinger, 1992; Touraine, 1998, 2011; Heller, 
1996; Baumann, 1999; Barry, 2001; Sartori, 2000; Samir Khalil, 2001; 2007; Ben-
habib, 2002; Zamagni, 2002; Colombo, 2002; Tibi, 2002; Joppke, 2004; Donati, 
2008; Sen, 2006a, 2006b; Maxwell et al., 2012; Malik, 2014; Guidikova, 2014; 
Cantle, 2012, 2015, 2016). Touraine, for example, writes; “The dream of cohabi-
tation has gone into crisis; the extreme defense of cultural differences having fi-
nally produced unacceptable contrapositions and the rejection of others’ rights” 
(Touraine, 2011: p. 42). Almost “everywhere” in fact, “an intransigent commu-
nitarianism, resistant to any sort of integration, would have prevailed” (ibid). 
From this perspective, the effects cited would be the result of, as Sen calls it, “a 
fallacious reasoning” (Sen, 2006b: p. 35) The main issue lies in the ways “recog-
nition” is conceived: as an unilateral act, which goes from majority to minority 
(especially in the version advocated by communitarian multiculturalism or mul-
ti-communitarianism, as Wieviorka calls it, 1998a & 1998b, 2001), rather than in 
terms of reciprocity, as expected in the model of pluralist-liberal inclusion and 
social integration, focused on the recognition of individual and non-collective 
rights. Following this line of reasoning, one might therefore deduce, that if the 
recognition policy is in crisis, the principle itself of group rights recognition 
seems to contain within itself the germs of its own crisis, the emphasis on ethnic 
roots seems to contribute to weaken the relationship between autochthonous 
identity and otherness, separate and isolate the different cultural communities, 
break up the social fabric into a multiplicity of non-communicating social 
worlds, or, as Sen calls it, into a pluralism of monocultures, of traditions that 
coexist side by side without ever meeting each other, without ever sharing any-
thing in common (Sen, 2006a). The question, in essence, invests the very foun-
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dations of social integration and social solidarity. 
On another front, gender studies have considered the impact of multicultural-

ism on women’s rights, arguing how it can lead to tolerating traditions that dis-
criminate against them, and ending by theorizing a multiculturalism without 
culture. 

In short, it is therefore possible to observe a certain convergence between 
themes of academic debate and themes of the political agenda. Multiculturalism 
presents itself in a dual role. On one side, it presents itself as a possible solution 
to a problem, on the other hand as a problem itself; on the one hand it is appre-
ciated for having underlined the equality of the right to difference, on the other 
it is assessed as a possible source of intolerance, separateness of minorities, cul-
tural relativism, fragmentation and social conflict .And it is not surprising that 
in the context of these criticisms, we can now see, in terms of political and aca-
demic discourse, the conceptualization of post-multiculturalism models, which 
insist on the need to connect more closely social cohesion, a common sense of 
citizenship, shared values and national identity with the valorization of diversity 
in the public sphere (Vertovec, 2010). It is not a question of affirming the impli-
cit claim that theory and political discourses of multiculturalism backlashes are 
causally correlated and not guided by specific logics and dynamics of their do-
main. Nevertheless, there is a real convergence here and, as Joppke appropriately 
notes, associating with the developments of political discourse those of theoreti-
cal discourse can certainly reveal interesting “parallelisms” and “refractions” 
(Joppke, 2004: p. 239). 

On the wave of this conviction, specifically addressing the contemporary aca-
demic—philosophical, political and sociological—debate, the following reflec-
tion attempts to revise assumptions, the meaning and scope of the normative 
multiculturalist model, considering its original formulation and delineating the 
possible limits and risks inherent in the recognition of cultural rights. In par-
ticular, the aim is to rethink multiculturalism from a more properly sociological 
point of view, revising the terms of the contemporary debate on the regulation of 
the relationships between identity and otherness and its more recent develop-
ments through the sociological reflection on the structuring of mechanisms that 
regulate the possibility of the social order and the conditions of existence of so-
cial systems. 

As was said above, the issue concerns the very foundations of social integra-
tion and social solidarity today; how difference can be treated (incorporated or 
integrated) and the order acquired by the difference in our increasingly 
multi-ethnic contemporary societies, ever more culturally differentiated. The 
space of sociology in the context of a debate that has, in a distinctive way, as-
sumed tones of Political Philosophy is characterized by the availability of ana-
lytical categories that direct to reflect on the founding criteria of order and social 
cohesion that demarcate different visions of difference and their social implica-
tions. 
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Starting from the two dimensions involved in structuring integration and so-
cial cohesion—the cultural dimension, that is, moral or normative conformity, 
not necessarily implying the sharing of the spirit of norms, on the hand, and the 
social dimension, that is, the type and strength of social ties, between individuals 
and society (holistic or atomistic link), informed by the cultural dimension and 
regulating, in turn, the degree of social cohesion, the question is the following: 
procedural foundations of integration, as luhmannian and elsterian sociological 
perspectives seem to propose, and in this case the normative multiculturalism 
could be justified, or, as in the durkheimian-parsonsian vision, moral founda-
tions, a base, albeit minimal, of shared values between “us” and “them”, and in 
this case pluralism theories would be more justified?  

About it, this paper accepts the perspective of those sociological and political 
theories according to which, from a theoretical and empirical point of view, the 
sufficiency of the procedural bases seems to show serious limits as integrative 
constraints. These perplexities, on the other hand, increase if one looks at the 
issue from the perspective of the most recent scientific acquisitions on how all 
systems, natural and social systems, work and evolve coming from the New Sys-
tems Theory or Complexity Science. 

The linear and reductionist determinism of classical science being epistemo-
logically overcome, the concept of complex unity used to define “the system” re-
fers to idea of an interweaving of relationships, a solidal ring, as Morin defined 
it, who proceeds by qualitative leaps, constraints and emergencies (Morin, 1977; 
2008). In this conceptualization, Complexity redefines the relationship of deter-
mination between micro and macro (Condorelli, 2016). From the point of view 
of constraints, ‘the system’ as a condition of its existence, imposes a constraint 
on its parts so as to tie them and limit, reducing in unity the differences between 
components, without however cancelling out them, the expression of qualities 
which could disorganize the system itself. From the point of view of emergen-
cies, system (the whole, the macro) is and has something more and different 
from individual parts that constitute it (synthesis properties), from interactions 
one by one taken (in case of social systems, from individual interactions between 
agents). Macro emerges from micro, from spontaneous interaction between sys-
temic components, without a regulatory center, exhibiting collective properties 
with novelty, being not reducible to properties of individual parts and not de-
ductible from them in isolation considered. So, in the relationship with envi-
ronment to which system is open, the adaptation process is defined as a process 
of self-organization in reaction to disorganizing environmental perturbations, as 
a redefinition process of organizational configuration—and therefore of integra-
tive constraints by which system connects the parts and constitutes itself which 
is an emerging result (macro)—and in this sense, a creative result as well as un-
predictable, unexpected, surprising—due to intertwining of interactions between 
systemic components (micro). In its new organizational configuration, system 
hierarchically subordinates component parts to itself, knots again them to a new 
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and unique whole that is maintained until a new perturbation, a new environ-
mental input, pushes it towards a new evolutionary trajectory.  

The interesting aspect here is that in this context, where the relationship be-
tween system and environment is redefined in terms of system autonomy in re-
sponse to inputs coming from outside (operative closure), adaptation process 
expresses a self-organization capacity that system is able, however, to exhibit to 
the extent that it is in an intermediate position between max order and max dis-
order (far from equilibrium or entropy, in the edge of the chaos). Whereas in 
such an intermediate position there are sufficient degrees of freedom for adapta-
tion and re-organization, the capacity for adaptation would be impossible in a 
system without degrees of freedom, excessively ordered (excess of integrative 
system constraints, like crystal molecules) or without constraints, excessively 
differentiated (disordered or chaotic). In the two extreme cases, the system loses 
it, not being able to adapt or because it is locked in an immovable order, or be-
cause it is too disordered, similar to gas molecules without any connections, un-
related and unstable, unpredictable, erratic and ungovernable in their trends. 
Beyond the confines of chaos, systems lose their ability to reacquire order, to 
survive by adaptation, to evolve towards an ever-new and emerging order. They 
proceed with a disorder that is difficult to reassemble into order. 

This being stated, this new scientific characterization of systems, all systems, 
including social systems, as organization units, interweaving of constraints and 
emergencies, capable of self-organization, of assuming always new and emerging 
order configurations only if they are far from equilibrium, at the edge of the 
chaos (or entropy), only if far from complete differentiation and transition in 
that range where every form of even minimal controllability and predictability is 
lost, can constitute a valid point of reference for sociologically reflecting, starting 
from here, on current integration policies of cultural differences in our complex, 
more and more differentiated, individualized and globalized, society (pluralism, 
multiculturalism, interculturalism) and their implications for social integration. 
The New Systems Theory seems to be able to give new life to the debate, hooking 
it to a safer ground, made so by the acquisitions on the mechanisms of operation 
and evolution of the systems. 

Starting from these acquisitions, and for what will be subsequently specified, 
different orders of perplexities are possible about the idea according to which 
cohabitation with other cultures can be assured from the device of procedural 
foundations of integration, and, consequently, about the normative multicultur-
alism that emphasizes it. Complexity language can justify the caution with which 
the normative multiculturalism is believed that should be considered by an-
choring this judgment to the vision of a society conceived so as to dangerously 
visit that range of maximum differentiation, of un-relation between components 
of the system, which should be avoided, being identified as the range of ungov-
ernability. The many forms of Islamic radicalism in the West and many popu-
lisms and signs of nationalistic rejection show that this is no a mere theoretical 
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possibility. How to bridge this relationality deficit that normative multicultural-
ism, as formulated, seems to institute? How to avoid the risk of a society experi-
encing the inability to regain order with coherence? The Complexity framework 
is where the entire debate must be kept, allowing a useful analysis to understand 
in which direction alternative solutions can and should be looked for. Within 
this framework, the integration proposal of interculturalism can gain greater 
meaning, avoiding the risks of mono-culturalism, on the one hand, and social 
balkanization, on the other hand. 

2. Procedural or Moral Foundations of Social Integration?  
Normative Multiculturalism or Pluralism? 

The question of integration and cohesion in modern globalized societies fits into 
the framework of that reflection on social order which, as Luhmann said in his 
How is social order possible? (Luhmann, 1981), represents the problematic ho-
rizon of sociology. The issue has gathered input from the most diverse intellec-
tual energies, from the classics of Historical Sociological thought, up to its prin-
cipal representatives of contemporary sociology. Today, the problem assumes a 
specificity that is identified with cultural diversity, but on closer inspection, it 
takes on the same form it has always had in sociological interests: How to reduce 
differences in unity. How to integrate differences into a unified whole? And, how 
to unify behavior? Durkeim’s and Parson’s sociological response identifies the 
condition of existence of social systems, of society, in sharing a common ground 
of values. For Parsons, societies exist and are held and kept together because 
they have a sufficiently integrated and shared value system, some common be-
liefs. In other words, integration involves the acceptance of a platform of values 
(one common goal), which is the basis of the unification of behavior. The extent 
to which values are common and shared, namely the degree of value sharing and 
acceptance and the strength of social ties or social cohesion degree, differentiate 
societies, reformulating, in the transition from premodern to modern, the foun-
dation of integration. Thus, social integration, that state of the collectivity in 
which individuals are willing to coordinate their actions, to cooperate under a 
low degree of conflict, their “making society”, their insertion into an ordered 
network of social interactions, made possible by the stabilization of mutual ex-
pectations, has become a problem within an individualized, secularized, and ra-
tionalized modernity. Supplanting that social universe where relationships, in-
teractions, identities, ties and corporate commitment were built, strengthened 
and stabilized on the deep sharing of values, rooted in the common belief in an 
Absolute Principle, modernity have now difficulty for its own peculiar traits 
(moral individualism, pluralism of values and interests, rarefaction of a tran-
scendent foundation of solidarity) in building and maintaining a shared plat-
form of common values for the foundation of relationships and their stability, 
and, therefore, of integration and social cohesion. Sociological reflection asked 
itself and still asks today how the order and social cohesion can be acquired by 

https://doi.org/10.4236/sm.2018.84019


R. Condorelli 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/sm.2018.84019 263 Sociology Mind 
 

the difference in a modernity of choice, which is built on the laceration of a ho-
mogeneous ethical universe, restructures on this basis the interactions, forging 
identity unstable, weak social ties, and ultimately splitting the foundations of in-
tegration from those of social cohesion. 

This problem has actually found answers that are oriented towards the diffi-
cult sufficiency of a functional-procedural foundation of integration, of interac-
tion relationships, which does not require moral adhesion to the spirit of values 
that underlies the norms that govern social action, roles, institutions, but only 
compliance with them. In a modernity that expresses a state of incomplete inte-
gration, which weakens and breaks the relational ties, many sociological re-
sponses reason in favour of an integrative function of values, emphasize the need 
for a moral foundation, albeit minimal, of integration, for re-uniting cohesion 
and integration. They reason, as Durkheim has done, on that a priori, that ele-
ment of shared common values, able to constitute today, where the individual 
conscience contends more and more space to the collective conscience and the 
value recognized to the choice divides fatally on the agreements and weakens the 
sense of social belonging, that common moral base which binds and integrates, 
creates that element of union that fosters cohesion and cooperation, tame con-
flicts, ensure peace and social order (it can be found in the democratic ethos of 
the Habermas’ law production (1996), in the Honneth’s human dignity (1992), 
in the Crespi’s collective awareness of common condition of human frailty 
(1994); on this point see Rosati, 2001. However, the difficult feasibility of this 
solution is evident to certain interpretative approaches, which surrender to what 
can only remain in modernity, that is, the functional integration or on proce-
dural basis (see, for example, Luhmann’s or Elster’s sociological interpretations).  

The debate on integration is one of the most significant and controversial so-
ciological debates of our times. 

The problems on which it is enucleated are strengthened and complicated in 
our globalized post-modern society. The strong migratory waves resulting from 
the processes of globalization add difference to difference, summing up an in-
creasing cultural differentiation in the symbolic differentiation and to the crisis 
of social bonds generated by the process of individualization. The already fragile 
foundation of the social order are under the pressure of a changed historical and 
social framework that adds tension to tension, making the conditions of its exis-
tence even more problematic. The problem of order in today’s contemporary so-
cieties has thus assumed a new specificity, referring to how to make society with 
another who is characterized by a surplus of cultural diversity. And it has pro-
duced a considerable theoretical effort in conceiving today’s foreshadowing of 
integration and social cohesion. 

The problematic knot around which today’s debate has coagulated is not so 
much whether the difference is acceptable or desirable, but rather how the dif-
ference should be treated, how “cultural differences can be included and order 
acquired by diversity (Hartmann & Gerteis, 2005: p. 222; Alexander, 2001). “The 

https://doi.org/10.4236/sm.2018.84019


R. Condorelli 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/sm.2018.84019 264 Sociology Mind 
 

good society”, Iris Marion Young writes already in 1990, in what is among the 
most articulate theoretical formulations of ideological multiculturalism, “does 
not eliminate or transcends group differences” (1990: p. 163). But up to here, 
difference appreciation does not appear to be an essential requirement of multi-
culturalism any more than it is for other theories of incorporation, such as the 
pluralist-liberal incorporation model of open society or intercultural society. 

All discriminating value would be concentrated on the prefigured modalities 
of out-group - in-group social inclusion and social integration. Again, Iris 
Young writes in his philosophical treatise, Justice, given the qualities of inevita-
bility and, above all, desirability of the group differentiation in modern social 
processes, “does not require fusion (the melting away) of differences, but rather 
institutions that promote the reproduction and respect of group differences 
without oppression (1990: p. 47, our Italics). In fact, the crucial question seems 
to be focused on the need for public recognition of differences by the host socie-
ty through special rights, and particular institutions, self-governed by individual 
specific groups. This aspect, supported in principle by multiculturalist doctrines, 
in communitarist and pluralist versions (Young, Taylor, Kymlicka,), is articu-
lated in a critical form by pluralist and intercultural theories. All this reveals a 
substantial diversity of theoretical assumptions with reference to the dimensions 
that structure the bases of integration and cohesion, individual-community rela-
tionships with relative processes of identity construction, of which the prefi-
gured models of group difference incorporation really just constitute a direct 
emanation. 

At this point, assuming a sociological perspective, any reasoned discourse on 
contemporary theories of incorporation can only start by addressing the found-
ing criteria of integration, order and social solidarity that demarcate different vi-
sions of difference, in order to then reflect upon their social implications. 

The element of demarcation is the importance attributed, as a basic condition 
for integration and social cohesion, balancing differentiation and integration, to 
1) a moral foundation—the sharing of a common symbolic universe able to 
guide and regulate interactions, reinforce the efforts of collective commitment, 
enable stable social union by reducing the levels of relational conflicts and forg-
ing the sense of social belonging (pluralism, inter-culturalism, assimilation), or 
2) a procedural foundation starting from the presupposition of the non-feasibility 
or non-desirability of a substantial sharing of values in highly culturally differen-
tiated societies—the sufficiency of conformity to a common legal code, to com-
mon procedural rules, norms or laws, capable of structuring interactions and 
ensuring collective commitment, cohesion and order, even though in the face of 
a profound differentiation or moral division (multiculturalism, in the dual 
communitarian and pluralist version). 

From this perspective, assuming the integrative function of values as the 
foundation of cohesion and integration according to Durkheim and Parsons, the 
pluralist model expresses a vision of society as open, liberal, society, which val-
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ues an atomistic tie between the individual and the community, focused on 
freedoms and needs of the individual, and assumes as basis for integration and 
social cohesion a sharing, albeit minimal, of values, necessary to activate rela-
tionships and cooperation. As Sartori says, pluralist society recommends “that 
least bit of assimilation that is necessary to create integration” (Sartori, 2000: p. 
56). In this sense, difference recognition is conceived within the framework of 
recognition and tolerance reciprocity. 

Reciprocity understood as an openness to welcome by the host society and 
acceptance by those who are hosted of the host society’s rules of coexistence, of 
that spirit of liberalism underlying the rules and regulations (the values of re-
spect for freedom and equality which are translated into the recognition of the 
liberties and civil rights codified in the Constitutions of Western countries im-
migration, such as freedom of opinion, religious, association and information 
pluralism, secularism, gender equality, popular sovereignty and democratic spi-
rit of institutions and production of law, the rule of the majority as a rule of con-
flict resolution) would build that relational bond and that dialogue between the 
groups able to reconcile respect for the difference and instances of social integra-
tion. In this manner, Sartori sees in the pluralistic reciprocity the limit of recog-
nition, beyond which the elastic of tolerance can no longer be stretched, under 
penalty of survival of the same liberal and democratic society (cit.: 38), and the 
condition for “living together in difference and with differences” (cit.: 50), 
without which “politics of recognition and integration mutually exclude one 
another” (cit.: 114). 

Moreover, the requirement of reciprocity, from a political point of view, legi-
timizes the extension to immigrants of the same civil rights recognized to the 
natives, that is, the recognition of undifferentiated citizenship, which can be jus-
tified only in the framework of shared participation of that liberal ethos which 
identifies the condition for guaranteeing individual freedom within the universal 
equality of rights. 

On the one hand, reciprocity, along with the related processes of socialization 
to the essential contents of the culture of the host society, is the device to which 
pluralism entrusts the possibility of a multicultural society as unity of differences 
(e pluribus unum, see Putnam, 2007), excluding an automatic equivalence be-
tween citizenship and integration. 

On the other hand, reciprocity tempers the unilaterality of the recognition, 
from the minority to the majority, of the assimilationist model. And yet, it 
represents the divide between pluralism and multiculturalism 

If in the pluralist social vision politics, in the condition of the reciprocity of 
recognition, is geared up to protect the primary good of individual freedom, in 
the multiculturalism social vision, the primary good to be protected is group 
freedom, whose recognition is articulated in the framework of a concept of 
equality that overturns the terms of the liberal model, presenting itself in terms 
of an equal right to remain different in the context of a non-neutral, color sensi-
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tive State, of sectional, particularistic laws, and of a differentiated citizenship, all 
devices that, according to a pluralist interpretation, appear, instead, cause of in-
equality and social segmentation. 

The origins of this recognition and tolerance significance, exempt from an ex-
plicit qualification that refers to reciprocity, not specifying the modes of exercise 
in a relational perspective between the groups, stem from a theoretical commu-
nitarian core, with its critique of the assumptions that govern the individualistic 
and liberal society (moral individualism, universalism of individual rights, neu-
trality of the state), responsible for a modernity that has fragmented social ties 
and identities, and in particular with its critics of Rawls’ individualistic 
Neo-Contractualism (1971). 

This theoretical nucleus, whether it is based on a neo-positivistic matrix 
(Taylor, 1992; Walzer, 1999; Sandel, 1982) or on a neo-Aristotelian one (MacIn-
tyre, 1981; Etzioni, 1995), is identified in the acceptance of a cultural relativism, 
justified by the assumption that values are far from being able to acquire a status 
of objectivity and universality as they are embedded in the different concrete 
human communities and, therefore, relative to them. 

From this angle, an evaluative comparison between cultures does not seem 
feasible, since it is not possible to define any dimension of values that can serve 
as a yardstick for comparing and measuring them. Simply, by questioning the 
legitimacy of an objective and universal criterion of reference, cultures appear 
incommensurable and can be assessed, by virtue of this condition of incom-
mensurability, on a plan of equality: to all cultures can only be recognized an 
equal value, an equal respect, an equal tolerance. As Zamagni emphasizes, for 
the neo-communitarist multiculturalists, the cultural difference is only to be re-
corded (Zamagni, 2002: p. 36). That is, cultural difference requires an attitude of 
simple acknowledgment, the expression of a tolerance conceived in the frame-
work of an absoluteness of value that implies the recognition of every single cul-
tural profile as such, in its indivisible and intangible totality of meaning. And 
this for fundamental protection of the integrity of the community and, conse-
quently, of the same identity of the members that in it recognize themselves. 

Hence, from the defense of the community ideal as a source of identity con-
struction, derives the justification of legitimacy of the struggles for the recogni-
tion and the proposal of a differentiated citizenship that ensures to the members 
of the different communities cultural the right to pursue the complex values of 
their own culture on public land, in addition to the individual rights recognized 
to all, and, consequently, to the respective individual communities the right to 
self-manage by virtue of the recognition of collective rights. So, Taylor, for ex-
ample, referring to Mead’s conception of self-formation as a social product, as-
sumes in the recognition of difference the indispensable condition for the reali-
zation of individual identity, otherwise oppressed in the prison of a false, dis-
torted and reduced way of being in its absence (Taylor, 1992; on the concept of 
oppression see the critical details of Sartori, 2000: pp. 67-68). 
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It is evident that these assumptions uphold a model of social integration that 
does not contemplate the sharing of a platform of common values. While plural-
ism insists on the integrative function of a common ground, albeit minimal, of 
shared values among the groups, multiculturalism, as Donati underlines, adapts 
and legitimizes a functionalist system, inherited from the Enlightenment, which 
operates on the basis of the principle of equal liberty in leaving others to their 
destiny (see Luhmann’s Sociology) (Donati, 2008: p. 31). 

From a sociological point of view, however, the vision of society proposed by 
the normative multiculturalist model raises several questions. First of all, ques-
tions referring to cohesion and integration: 

Can there be integration and social cohesion without common shared values? 
Is a functional integration sufficient to create, using the language of complexity, 
order with coherence, a virtuous balance between differentiation and integra-
tion, which safeguards the difference and, at the same time, the need for relatio-
nality and peaceful social cooperation between all the system’s component, all 
the agent members of every group that makes up today’s poly-ethnic societies, 
safeguarding the very survival of the system? To what extent does the sufficiency 
of a functional-procedural foundation of integration, supported by normative 
multiculturalism exacerbates differentiation, segmenting society into separate 
communities, unable to communicate, which do not share anything significant, 
disfavoring the mutual adaptation between groups and a-conflictual relational 
possibilities, in other words, that process, again using Complexity terminology, 
of self-organization of the system, deriving from a co-evolution between the sys-
tem (host society) and the environment (the environmental perturbation con-
stituted by immigration with its cultural diversity), in which the ability to ac-
quire order and the survival of the system itself consist? 

The debate is controversial. Sociologists, as Luhmann, believe that in complex, 
extremely differentiated and globalizated, societies, integration cannot be 
founded on consensus. Its foundation is a procedural foundation.  

Yet, according to more than one sociological perspective, the little attention 
given to reciprocity and to any effort in the direction of a platform, albeit mi-
nimal, of shared/common meanings among groups, raises doubts that a proce-
dural foundation is sufficient to integration and normative multiculturalism, 
born as a reaction to a sociality marked with modern individualism and conse-
quent exhaustion of social bonds and of sense of belonging to a specific commu-
nity, can be, in turn, truly decisive, guarantor of, integration, cohesion and social 
peace. The risk of a dangerous isolationist drift does not go unnoticed, estab-
lishing a sociality characterized by groups with strong intra-group ties and weak 
inter-group ties (Donati, 2008) and, ultimately, opposing against each others 
single communities, destined to remain increasingly alien to each other and po-
tentially conflicting. 

A broad front of criticism has been substantiated in terms like Balkanization, 
tribalization of society or, with another eloquent expression, formation of paral-
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lel societies (Baubock, 1996, 2004; Bauman, 1997; Carens, 2000; Sartori, 2000; 
Colombo, 2002; Zamagni, 2002; Tibi, 2002; Guolo, 2004; Donati, 2008; Sen, 
2006b; Touraine, 2011; Rodriguez-Garcia, 2010; Maxwell, et al., 2012; Malik, 
2014; Guidikova, 2014; Cantle, 2012, 2015, 2016), to indicate the multicultural-
ism tendency to erode the foundations of community cohesion, its inability to 
forge a common and shared identity, the condition of fragmentation of the so-
cial fabric in monads being impermeable to communication processes and, 
therefore, of potential social conflict that multiculturalism seems to establish as a 
counterpart to the recognition of group rights. Therefore, the implication to 
strengthen the lines of demarcation between the groups, stiffening the criteria of 
difference (of language, religion, customs), does not pass unnoticed as well as 
the implication to essentialize, reify cultures, understood as homogeneous enti-
ties, fixed and immutable blocks, impermiable to innovation and exchange 
processes (see Benhabib, 2002) and that to admit a process of non-dynamic 
self-formation, which blocks social actors in rigid identities (see Sen, 2006c, for 
his critique of the notion of singular affiliation). It is evident how all this can re-
sult in breaking up society into closed communities that are likely to problemat-
ize the conditions of integration, cohesion ad social peace. 

Where pluralism, as Sartori specifies (2000), implies a particular type of 
structuring of society that recognizes multiple, voluntary and mutually 
non-exclusive affiliations, in the context of cross-cutting lines between the 
groups (cross-cutting cleavages) and admits identities that are constructed by 
free individual choice and a mutual tolerance between parties in potential con-
flict on the level of values, these conditions would not be possible in the norma-
tive multiculturalist model. “Blind”, as Donati emphasizes, “in the face of culture 
as a relational fact” (Donati, 2008: p. 30), blind to reciprocity, doubts arise, from 
a sociological point of view, that a multicultural society of multiculturalist type, 
conceived to make without a minimal tie of meaning, is capable of reaching the 
objective of achieving order, unity, from difference. In fact, normative multicul-
turalism proposes no solution to possible social conflicts. 

Again, from this viewpoint, even the logical validity of the concept of multi-
cultural society is severely challenged. One can conclude that talking about a 
multicultural society in the normative multiculturalism sense is, at the very least, 
problematic: if what has been said makes any sense, saying “multicultural socie-
ty” in the normative sense, would be like saying “inexteso body”, that is, a logic 
paradox. In fact, this construct would bring together in itself two contradictory 
terms, two concepts in a relationship of mutual exclusion and, therefore, in log-
ical opposition. In other words, that of normative multiculturalism seems to be 
the meaning in which the concept of multicultural society cannot, or should not, 
be used. 

A separate discussion concerns, instead, the case in which the “multicultural” 
concept is used in a descriptive meaning. From this point of view, it simply in-
dicates the coexistence within the same socio-political reality of more and dif-
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ferent ethnic and cultural groups. Here, the concept of “multicultural” does not 
contradict that of society, but simply qualifies it. In this respect, it is not a con-
tradiction to say that a society is increasingly multicultural in the descriptive 
meaning of the term, as well as being absolutely true. 

In conclusion, if the affirmation of cultural freedom as conditions of full indi-
vidual identity realization comes to be sustained within the framework of the 
presuppositions of substantial cultural relativism, doubts emerge that normative 
multiculturalism, especially if neo-communitarian, can lead to where it prom-
ises, i.e., to a peaceful social coexistence. In fact, it seems rather to be a prelude 
to separation than to social integration, to intolerance rather than to tolerance, 
and to conflict rather than to peaceful cohabitation. 

The entire previous discussion, then, leads to a second problem, that is, a 
ethical-social problem: is it really possible to say that all cultures are equal? 

3. Multiculturalism: Problematic Ethical Implications 

Besides the sociological and political point of view, the multiculturalist proposal 
of public recognition of ethnic and cultural differences maintains some proble-
matic aspects even from an ethical-social point of view.  

From an ethical-social point of view, the elements of weakness that are found 
in the multiculturalist proposal represent a problematic implication of axiologi-
cal relativism to which philosophical communitarism, which is its substratum, 
reaches. They are a problematic implication of the critical objections to the 
modern society’s individualistic vision inspired by the project of enlightenment 
and liberal coexistence, advanced in light of a holistic model of social relation 
between community and individual vs an atomistic (or individualistic) model of 
living together in society and the idea of neutral State. 

Philosophical neo-communitarism, of which normative multiculturalism in-
corporates the assumptions, understands the community in the conceptual 
framework of a “ideal positivity. Community is always associated with the idea 
of a positive relational dimension, warm place, source of safety and stable identi-
fication, able to offer an answer to the growing crisis of meaning and to spread-
ing of a condition of instability and uncertainty as they are configured in mod-
ern society. In this idealistic meaning, the concept is used as yardstick of mod-
ernity, of the progressive weakening of social tie networks and fragmentary 
process of identity construction generated by the disappearance of a collective 
telos, an ideal of good, produced, shared and enjoyed together, by the needs of 
the Enlightened project to found an autonomous, rational and secular morals, 
capable of tracing, outside any teleological and theological perspective, the 
founding criteria of the rules of conduct in nothing other than in the individual, 
in his free choice, and in his own ideal of good (MacIntyre, 1981). This transmit-
ting of man’s ideal of a good life from a community based choice to an individu-
al choice is analyzed in its effects of fragmentation of morals and individual 
identity, which neo-communitarians report as the pre-eminent characteristic of 
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our times. The critical notation is thus addressed to what was defined as a nulli-
fying process of self-formation, of self-creation (Walzer, 1999), to that unen-
cumbered, fragmented, independent, self (Sandel, 1982), that is forged in de-
tachment from the bonds of meaning and belonging to a concrete community of 
values and extended affections, in the freedom to choose one’s own separate 
project of life, and in the possibility of the continuous redefinition of one’s own 
goals, in an incessant and never definitive work of construction and reconstruc-
tion, rather than, once and for all, in a solid sense of belonging to a group with 
its values, its traditions, its ideal of good, and in a spontaneous identification 
between expectations of personal fulfillment and interest collective (the encum-
bered self). 

For communitarians, looking upon contemporary ethics means, therefore, 
recording the loss of whole pieces of the process of meaning construction, the 
loss of concepts such as unity, history, narration, entirely void of meaning and 
erased from the cognitive horizons of modern man. The reference to the self si-
tuated condition in opposition to an unencumbered self (Sandel, 1982), the con-
sideration of a frame of reference by the light of which we can build our own 
identities (Taylor, 1992), the insistence on the virtus tradition (MacIntyre, 1981) 
are all ways, different in formulation but substantially the same, to appeal, in-
stead, to a life project rooted in the pre-fixation of what is socially assumed to be 
both good for man and good for the community, in the conceptualization of a 
good that comes first, towards which we should tend, of a telos established and 
shared in a community way, on which we can structure the conception of a life 
understood as unity. Thus, the programmatic conclusion is foregone: to combat 
the disruptive effects on morals and identity produced by liberal individualism, 
favoring the return of and to the community, to the warm circle, to strong social 
bonds, to the “passionate ardor” in the political arena (Walzer, 1999) to that only 
social dimension whose characteristics can assure the recovery of the virtus eth-
ic.  

These community’s characteristics are those which, for its part, also a long so-
ciological tradition, from Simmel to Tonnies, from Durkheim to Rosenberg, has 
outlined in antithesis to calculation, impersonality and individualization charac-
teristics of non-communitary social relations.  

Communitarian reflection on the alarming state of feelings of belonging loss, 
of social tie instability, of contemporary identity inconsistency and fragmenta-
tion, is in accord with sociological interpretation of the crisis of social cohesion 
induced by modern individualism in post-modernity. For example, in that pa-
limpsest identity, that Bauman (1997), recognized as the condition of post-modern 
man, is summarized the activation of a self-formation process as an ever chang-
ing new game, always open to new solutions, calibrated on the right to a choice 
without fixed rules, with no commitment nor memory, where identities can be 
adopted or discarded with the same speedy ease and indifference of a “costume 
change” (Lasch, 1985: p. 34), sweeping away the stability of every bond, and 
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transforming what was once, in pre-modern times, a question of responsibility 
and moral obligation into a question of taste and continuous negotiation. From 
Giddens to Bauman to Beck, contemporary sociological reflection shows an in-
creasingly fragmented and uncertain sociality, an ever weaker network of social 
bonds, as sign of a human condition in which there is no longer history but a 
collation of episodes, there is no time but an eternal present, indifferent to its 
past and its future consequences, a culture of the ephemeral, the provisional, the 
uncertain, in which traditional, creative of meaning, oppositions collapse (be-
tween the certain and the uncertain, order and disorder, the expected and the 
unexpected, transitory and eternal, normal and pathological, reality and ap-
pearance), in the continuous transcendence of fixed boundaries and progressive 
adiaphorization of human actions (Bauman, 1997; 2004). The modernity inter-
pretation is dual. If, on the one hand, the valorization of individual choice, of in-
dividual needs and freedom over community good, it is an opportunity for free-
dom from the restraints of tradition, nevertheless, on the other hand, a modern-
ity where social relations are undermined by a diffused state of moral indiffe-
rence, a diffused tendency to undress (and dispense) a good portion of human 
actions from all moral significance, exempting them from ethical evaluation, 
appears to Bauman a normal condition of post-modern social life. Bauman’s 
global individual has lost an evaluation rule of what is happening around him, 
and his ability to evaluate is weakened, with the danger that this state of moral 
indifference can become the condition by which any solution, even the worst, 
can be administered, the ground for new form of tolerance and solidarity or so-
cial conflict. 

From this perspective, as Alexander observes, there is certainly something 
positive and pleasant in the idea of a collective identity, built on a solid group 
culture, with traditions and values of fundamental importance, capable of forg-
ing a sure sense of belonging (Alexander, 2008). A wide selection of sociological 
literature has underlined this aspect (as Bellah, or Etzioni), looking back with 
regret to the twilight of the community ideal and obligations, of the bonds of 
loyalty that keep a community alive (cit). 

However, this is a partial vision (ibidem). Community, as source of identifica-
tion, implies a sharing that ties, distinguishing among “us” and “others”. Never-
theless, in spite of attractive characteristics of community life, including the at-
tention to solidarity within the group, the bonds of loyalty and affection between 
the members of the group, it is not exempt from problematic implications, like 
the often ambivalent relationship between community and freedom (Bauman, 
2001), safety and felicity, a massive conformism that can accompany community 
both with the inter-group conflict and with the intra-group oppression, with the 
protection and the perpetuation of traditions, customs, practices founding of 
profound social inequalities, as in the case of the condition of women in sexist 
societies. Sen clarifies this point well in saying that the community life does not 
exclude the risk that the use of reasoning can be replaced by a critical acceptance 
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of conformist behavior leading to choices that would otherwise be rejected and 
having conservative implications by protecting customs and practices from in-
telligent critical analysis. In this meaning, the community is the fertile ground in 
which inequalities that derive from tradition can survive, by making the corres-
ponding identities a question of unconditional acceptanc, rather than the object 
of critical examination (Sen, 2000 [1999]: p. 27). 

Sen underlines in this way the problematic aspects of a social vision focused 
on a relationship between the individual and the community conceived as a un-
icum, wherein in principle the community must always and in any case come 
first, before and against any individual choice, and therefore before the reason 
that orients the choice (ibidem; Sen, 2006c). 

The communitarian device contributes to explain certain dark chapters of our 
history such as the separation of Jews into ghettos leading to the Holocaust tra-
gedy, the various forms of discrimination and segregation of the black popula-
tion, former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, the Kurds, Armenians and Egyptian Copts 
massacres, to cite only a few cases of a long string of examples from yesteryear to 
the present day. Likewise the Inquisition could have arisen solely in the context 
of the totalizing teleological social vision of the Middle Ages. These events were 
realized, precisely under the shadow of a holistic collective ideal of life, the 
community, with its ideal of good that entwines its members into a single knot, 
from purity of race to traditions of faith, from having to affirm or protect against 
a them, the outsiders, and nevertheless designed to dampen and choke, within 
the group, the centrifugal thrusts in favor of massive group conformism. 

For the same reasons, certain traditions, that legitimize profound social dis-
crimination, can survive for the sake of the collective good as normal, accepted 
a-critically as such, not disputed, perhaps even by those who are actually subject 
to the discriminating content of traditions: 

Several examples can, indeed, be mentioned in this regard: the difficult 
breakdown of social immobility promoted by the Indian caste tradition; the 
personal identity denied to women by the religious India of the tradition and the 
sacred ideal of pativratya, formerly annulled, if widows, by the sati sacrifice or, 
particularly in today’s northern India, by a social death which represents them as 
white shadows begging in the temples of Vrindavan, surviving by means of alms 
and prayers in the city’s ashrams; or, again, the condition of many Muslim 
women closed by the Koranic tradition in a real scriptural prison, devoid of any 
social visibility and subservient to male domination; and the many women of 
Kabul stoned, as late as yesterday, in public squares, in the name of safeguarding 
morality and the unity of the Islamic umma. 

In other words, the ideal of community good, depending on the contents that 
characterize it, can create separation, raise social barriers, radicalize, oppose dif-
ferences, operate and justify serious social discrimination inter and intra group 
forms without any individual and social responsibility being felt. The problem 
becomes the meaning which in this context, assumes the determination of a 
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principle of attribution of individual a collective responsibility and imputability. 
In what sense, can Kabul man feel responsible for the act of lapidation? Or for 
the death of an apostate? The same question applies to the lynching of American 
blacks, to Indian women of Calcutta and those of Kabul, to the persecution of 
Jews or Coptic Christians in Egypt, and so on, to any form of social discrimina-
tion rooted in ethnicity. In other words, what in modern societies, with their in-
sistence on individual choice, is no longer questionable, can become a problem. 

In conclusion, the fact that the liberal individualistic project proved to be il-
lusory, producing a permissiveness that compromises the social, and identities 
incapable, once and for all, of recognizing themselves in solid references and 
agents of unstable relationships, always negotiable or liquid, as Bauman says, is, 
as already mentioned, the object of a long sociological tradition of analysis of 
post-modernity, struggling with the community/individual dilemma (Bauman, 
2013). And nnevertheless, if it is true that the isolated individual, a pure ego, to-
tally self-referential, a sort of microcosm that is formed independently of any re-
lational process, is an unthinkable entity, Sociological analysis leads us to look 
with caution at community living. This is the sense of Sen’s objections, when he 
observed that in principle, the community cannot always and in every case come 
first, beyond any possible scrutiny. 

That being said, this question directly addresses the debate on management of 
cultural diversity reverberating on normative multiculturalism, on what Shachar 
has called, the paradox of multicultural vulnerability (Shachar, 2001: p. 3). The 
paradox of multicultural vulnerability recognizes in the normative multicultur-
alism the risk of contributing to maintaining, paradoxically, in the name of the 
defending the right to freedom and tolerance cultural, values and practices capa-
ble reproducing social inequalities within minority groups, violating the indi-
vidual rights of those, such as women, being the object of such discriminatory 
practices (e.g, Okin, 1999; Phillips, 2007)1. 

From this perspective, the position of incommensurability between cultures, 
with its attacks on the liberal, neutral, Secular State (a State, considered color 
blind precisely for this reason), risks emptying of meaning any discourse in-
tended to conceptualize criteria of moral, cultural and political progress (Bou-
don, 1999).  

Ethic limits have been widely treated in academic debate. For Heller, the rule 
of multiculturalism can become an instrument of abuse and imposition when 
the decisions of individuals are prejudiced or subject to generalized preferences 
(Heller, 1996: p. 34). Which means, according to the author, that Multicultural-
ism, as a utopia of the same opportunities for all the communities and for the 
individuals recognized in them, is destined to remain an incomplete utopia if it 

 

 

1Liberal Muslim and Muslim secularist feminist movements critique seem to move in this direction. 
It is particularly significant in negating policies of identity, held to be responsible for favoring, in 
the name of cultural tolerance, the condition of intra-group discrimination toward Muslim women, 
within the most part of European States, rather than encouraging responsibility processes of Mus-
lim communities towards their members (see Tibi, 2002; Samir Khalil, 2007; Manij, 2004; Tamzali, 
2010; Sbai, 2010). 
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reifies cultures, if freedom, as a superior value, that is, the possibility to belong 
or leave any cultural community, native or not, as an act of free choice (ibidem), 
is not incorporated into the same utopia,. If this possibility (as in the case of 
mixed marriages or acts of conversion to another faith) is not accepted, but 
sanctioned, impeded by force or even death, multiculturalism risks falling into 
that illiberal confusion mentioned by Sen (2006b), into that protection of forms 
of intra-group oppression that deny that instance of freedom, equity, and social 
justice that normative multiculturalism would wants, instead, to guarantee. 

Boudon seems to have put an end to the question by saying: “that the ‘cultur-
al’ rights of groups and subgroups must be recognized is one thing, that this 
should imply the acceptance of axiological relativism is another” (Boudon, 1999: 
p. 45). 

In short, multiculturalist model appears to design a sociality that cannot find 
common points of union, a society made up of separated, unrelated, closed, 
groups, potentially in conflict on the level of sensitive values of social relational 
orientation, such as equality and social justice, and for which it is difficult to talk 
about integration, cohesion and social equity. 

The fundamental question, then, becomes that of identifying a solution for 
civil coexistence among different cultures which can avoid incurring the nega-
tive effects of ethical relativism, and which is, at the same time, the guarantor of 
integration, of order and social peace, of equity and reasons for cultural freedom. 
The solution, presently most debated is that of inter-culture. For its part, even 
pluralist multiculturalism, which appears to be less radical than the community 
solution on some points, seems to leave open the same problematic issues dis-
cussed up to now.  

4. A Complex Issue: A Recognition Threshold 

Our previous observations raise the need of a recognition threshold. But exactly, 
how complex is its definition? I shall limit myself to some considerations. 

Multiculturalism in the pluralist version (Kymlicka, 1995a; 2018) seems to set 
this threshold admitting the non-recognition of traditions opposing liberal prin-
ciples (as, for example, in the case of Islamic culture groups: polygamy, infibula-
tion, talaq divorces, arranged marriages and so on. On the other hand, it sup-
ports the implementation of interventions that would make liberal institutions 
truly accessible and usable by immigrants (for example, school curriculum ad-
justments, adapting standards for job selection to curriculum, modifying times 
and workplaces, dress code adjustments), and admits the recognition of institu-
tions conforming to the specific traditions of the immigrant community, in par-
ticular schools, hospitals, houses, and cemeteries. The underlying assumption of 
pluralist multiculturalism is that immigrants are generally willing to integrate 
within host countries and, therefore, willing to give up those practices that en-
counter a negative judgment of illiberalism in host societies. The request of in-
cluding “pieces” of minority group culture in our institutions (Zamagni, 2002: p. 
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235), that is, the request of a differentiated citizenship seems to remains in the 
social-democratic domain. 

However, from a sociological perspective the model of cohabitation and inte-
gration proposed by pluralist multiculturalism, does not get rid of those rela-
tional short-circuit problems and balkanization issues previously observed. 
From this perspective, even in its more temperate version, multiculturalism, 
with its differentiated citizenship, implies certain caution on social-political and 
ethical levels. 

Even in this case, the model is based and insists on the integrative function of 
law, of the norm. Therefore, the admitting of the renunciation by immigrants to 
follow in the public space certain traditions far from the liberal cultural prin-
ciples of Western societies does not require the sharing of the spirit of the norm. 
In fact, even here, certain institutions are thought to be separate from those of 
the host society, including main institutions that preside over socialization: 
schools. In the end, the main question remains open to debate, that is, whether 
the integration needs something further than sic et simpliciter compliance with 
the rules. There would always be a lack of that meaning bond, that platform of 
shared values at the base of cohesion and integration, that enable “to make so-
ciety”, common world, reducing the risk of a segmentation of the social fabric 
into non-communicating, in potential conflict, sub-communities. 

In other words, the initial question, recognition threshold, manifests itself in 
its entire complexity. 

Also Pluralist multiculturalism, with the recognition of differentiated public 
institutions, which are organized according to the ways of different cultures, es-
tablishes a relational short-circuit which, in the absence of true reciprocity, se-
parates groups, estranges them, undermines a stable and peaceful social com-
mitment. Furthermore, it can lead to new forms of social injustice, for example 
when certain cultural profiles, inspired by traditional social gender constructions 
sanctioning the social inferiority of women, extend to include the way of under-
standing care strategies, the organization of public and domestic spaces, inhe-
ritance issues, family responsibility, and the weight of women’s witness at court 
trials..., (e.g. in the case of Islamic communities). Recognizing, in principle, dif-
ferentiated public institutions may risk compromising the right of women to 
health, justice, and life itself, to those universal rights that respond to the values 
of freedom and equality, which distinguish the liberal culture of Western immi-
gration societies. 

Sociological analysis on the bases of integration, leads us to believe that, in 
both multiculturalism versions, multicultural recognition, which should reduce 
conflict and lead to social equity and peaceful coexistence, is not the most suita-
ble device to guarantee because it favors cultural separation and renders fragile 
the possibilities of cohesion and integration, of peaceful social cooperation, as 
well as of social justice. 

This is not merely a matter of theoretical possibility. As stated in the introduc-
tion, the choice of conducting the discussion on a theoretical level is motivated 
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by the conviction of its usefulness for understanding concrete empirical situa-
tions of conflicting relations between groups. On one hand, we witness many 
cases of radicalism of Islamic tradition and fundamentalism, and, on the other 
hand, many cases of populism, invasive xenophobia, nationalistic closure reac-
tions. The widespread recognition of Sharia courts in England, for example, in a 
more or less multicultural temperate climate, has ended up by perpetuating tra-
ditional gender discrimination (i.e. discriminatory judicial sentences concerning 
inheritance, the impunity of violent husbands in domestic violence cases, which 
follow the dictates of Koranic Islamic tradition). 

In short, defining the threshold of recognition is not a small matter. Okin’s 
views on group rights as a possible obstacle to freedom of choice, and in partic-
ular to the choice of women and their existential well-being, seem to remain va-
lid (Okin, 1999). 

In the framework of pluralist and communitarian multiculturalism, differen-
tiated citizenship appears to be the cause of problematic implications on the 
ethical level and on integration and social cohesion levels as well.  

Nevertheless, even undifferentiated citizenship requires strong caution as it 
relates to social integration, acquiring value only in the framework of reciproci-
ty, of minimum bonds of sense, without which undifferentiated citizenship may 
establish a dangerous automatism between citizenship and integration (Sartori, 
2000). The risk might be a purely instrumental use of rights, which could com-
promise the very survival of society. 

In this sense, from a sociological perspective, pluralism would avoid these 
dangers as much as those to which multiculturalism exposes, emphasizing the 
importance of a common shared symbolic code, as a necessary condition of or-
der, and integration. As we read in Rusconi, for example, the acquisition of citi-
zenship cannot be just a matter of acquiring subjective rights, but a commitment 
to contribute to their production (Rusconi, 1996: p. 3). As previously mentioned, 
this bond of meaning is identified in the sharing of a democratic ethos (Sartori, 
2000). 

In this respect, Habermas’ inclusion proposal is significant2. 
In a modern society, where the progressive contraction of the collective con-

sciousness has given way to individual consciousness, to the construction of an 
individually chosen biographical project, differentiating the symbolic universe 
and making a platform of shared values and sense of belonging increasingly 
problematic, Habermas insists on the integrative function of the norms and 
procedures of democratic law production. 

 

 

2Unlike Kylimcke and Taylor, Habermas excludes that the valorization of differences requires group 
rights recognition, since the system of individual rights is sufficient. In fact, given the condition of 
co-originarity of private autonomy and public autonomy (Habermas, 1996), all we need is a proce-
dural legal democracy, capable of guaranteeing both private and public autonomy. Therefore, for 
Habermas, collective rights would not be necessary, provided that the legal coexistence of the vari-
ous cultures is equated; that the State undertakes to realize the conditions (or procedures) that 
would allow everyone equal opportunities, ensuring a transversal, not mono-cultural, participation 
in the public arena. 
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In final analysis, according to Habermas, sharing a democratic ethos is the 
true guarantor of integration in individualistic and culturally differentiated 
democratic societies. For Habermas, it is not necessary to recognize special 
group rights, but simply to extend to immigrants, especially second generation, 
born in the host society (ius soli vs ius sanguinis), full citizenship with all the 
rights that ensue, including the right to vote, so as to be able to participate in 
democratic political dialectics and be able to reach a possible public recognition 
of their interests simply by following the rules of democracy and pluralism. Ha-
bermas proposes political integration, according to patriotic constitutionalism 
which implies an acceptance of the rules of production of laws and power, con-
sidering that moral integration cannot be demanded by a liberal state (Haber-
mas, 1996). However, it is evident that Habermas refers to a common basis of 
values among different cultural groups, that is, to sharing a democratic ethos as a 
priori to social action. 

In other words, starting from this sociological perspective on integration, the 
conferral of citizenship can constitute the conclusion of a path that can find in it 
not so much the point of departure but rather that of arrival. Before a democrat-
ic and liberal spirit matures and is shared, the risk is that the conferment of citi-
zenship creates nothing other than a fertile ground for an instrumental use of 
democracy. Through the exercise of democratic measures of representation 
(right to vote, of association, ...), this use can, in fact, be functional to advocate 
and support practices that are not expressive of that same pluralist and liberal 
spirit that justifies the attribution of subjective universal rights, to the detriment 
of social cohesion and integration, ad of the very survival of modern, individua-
listic, liberal and democratic societies. 

Regarding this question, Sartori, in 2000, was already wondering, for example, 
why a large Islamic community which had obtained citizenship, aware of being 
able to influence electoral destinies with their vote, did not add to the usual re-
quests advanced to the Italian State through the UCOII (the recognition of Ko-
ranic schools and marriages celebrated with Islamic rites, festive Fridays, the 
possibility of pausing work activities for noon prayers, authorization of photos 
with veiled faces on I.D. documents of Muslim women) requests relating to po-
lygamy or infibulation, not mentioned for the time being. In other words for the 
well-known political scientist, integration can only take place between individu-
als who want to be integrated. Without this fundamental condition, when for-
eigners who do not want to be integrated are turned into voting citizens, it is not 
difficult for Sartori to consider that a procedural foundation of integration is in-
sufficient ad to imagine a very conflictual society.  

And so we return to the main question, namely: how far must an identity pol-
icy go? What is the threshold of recognition beyond which it is not possible to go 
without compromising the reasons of integration and social peace? How can we 
to fill up for the purpose of social integration the “lack of relationality between 
cultures that multiculturalism institutionalizes” (Donati, 2008: p. 30)? 

Up to here, some points can already be reported. Cultural diversity amplifies 
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the problematic nature of an essentially functional integration model. Over-
coming the socio-ethical-political problems connected to the model of public 
recognition of the differences proposed by multiculturalism implies the need for 
a condition that the pluralist model, as well as the intercultural model have de-
veloped, namely the need for an intercultural pedagogy. A pedagogy designed in 
institutions not separated by certain main institutions of the host society 
(schools, hospitals, courts, etc.), as these institutions reflect in their structure the 
liberal-democratic values of the culture that informs them. This would not be a 
matter of cultural homogenization, but of a functional answer to the needs of a 
social integration in which groups can cooperate, recognize, dialogue, and relate 
on the basis of a common language interwoven into a minimal core of shared 
meanings. 

This model of cultural differences management would, therefore, be placed in 
an intermediate position between multiculturalism and proposals of assimilative 
and homogenizing mono-culturalism, ensuring, at the same time, the recogni-
tion of those cultural differences that are not a problem for democratic culture 
and allow groups to participate in public life (recognition of places of worship in 
which they can freely express their faith, cemetery departments where they can 
bury their dead according to their customs, or certain festivity related to the cult. 
Likewise, this applies to certain food customs or certain styles of clothing, al-
though the debate, for example, on the use of the veil for Muslim women in the 
West shows how even in reference to clothing styles, the reconciliation of the 
right to cultural identity with the protection of individual rights to freedom of 
choice, may, in some cases, be problematic). 

Therefore, it would be a matter of overcoming a multiculturalism that risks 
ending up in social segmentation and cultural indifference (Bauman, 2001), and 
to get out of what Sen (2006b) called illiberal confusion with the mediation be-
tween community rights and individual rights, guaranteeing the individual from 
both community and anti-communitary pressures. 

In conclusion, from my sociological perspective, integration requires that 
recognition of cultural diversity finds its limitation in reciprocity. From this 
perspective, integration requires mutual availability to openness and acceptance, 
as well as conditions capable of guaranteeing the creation of a common ground 
of shared values for a mutual and peaceful fertilization of cultures. As we shall 
see in the concluding section, the problem may find a solution within the 
framework of the integration proposal of inter-culturalism, which seems to 
create the best conditions for overcoming both mono-culturalism and multicul-
turalism as a pluralism of monocultures. 

5. Multiculturalism Backlash in Europe: The Case of Islamic  
Immigration 

So far, we have seen the limits that have been attributed to the doctrinal formu-
lation of the integration proposal based on the recognition of group rights. 
Moving from theory to practice (by considering surveys data being more cur-
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rently available), a real convergence can be identified between academic and po-
litical discourse. In this sense, theoretical reflection appears useful for under-
standing concrete empirical situations. 

In particular, the case of Islamic communities in Europe appears to be an ex-
ample of the problematic aspects which multiculturalism can give rise to. In fact, 
Islamic immigration in Europe highlights the weakness of the normative multi-
cultural model, and the value of reciprocity as the foundation of integration and 
cohesion. 

All over Europe, more traditionalist Islamic communities, with their apology 
of unanimism, their holistic individualism, and certain cultural profiles far from 
being liberal principles (rejection of secularism, popular sovereignty, human 
rights as an individually recognized asset), seem to have posed the most serious 
problems to integration and social cohesion. Unlike other communities, such as, 
for example, Filipinos, Mauritians, and Chinese who, despite possessing a strong 
ethnic identity, usually accept the host society’s rules of cohabitation without 
making any requests for public recognition, neo-traditionalist Islamic communi-
ties, on the other hand, claim autonomous institutional spaces; they advance re-
quests to the State of host countries for public recognition in order to avoid the 
reduction of Islam to religiosity, lived out in public spaces, in the arena of simple 
private spheres (among the main ones: recognition of places of worship, schools, 
festivities, marriages with Islamic rites, food and clothing practices, such as the 
use of veils for women, ...). In other words, on the basis of a multiculturalist in-
terpretation of the recognition of difference, neo-traditionalist Islamic commun-
ities opt for the recognition of special rights that allow them to live in the host 
society without “necessarily, having to opt for greater cultural integration in the 
settlement society” (Guolo, 2004: p. 105). In this way, they reproduce the rigid 
separation between the pure and the impure, the house of God and the home of 
the Infidels, lost through emigration, an ideological hijra marked by an insigni-
ficance of relationships with the autochthonous. It is the option of an externa-
lized integration, as Guolo calls it, which does not aim at the individual’s inte-
gration but “at negotiating on a collective basis of a statute of derogation of citi-
zenship which defines the degree of self-exclusion necessary for the reproduc-
tion of community separateness” (Guolo, 2004: p. 103). 

Of course, Islam is not a monolithic universe. There is also a liberal Islam 
which advocates of modern secularism and modern exegesis of the sacred text, 
in light of the recognition of pluralistic and liberal-democratic instances of con-
temporaneity. It is the Euro-Islam of Bassam Tibi, and that of Samir Khalil Sa-
mir, of Souad Sbai, of Heggy Tarek, of Irshad Manji, of Muhammad Al Houni, 
of Khaled Fouad Allam and of many other liberal intellectual Muslims who be-
lieve in the possibility of adapting and making Islam compatible with the liberal 
and democratic principles, codified in European constitutions. According to 
Samir Khalil (2001, 2007), for example, whereas a relativist multiculturalism 
strengthens fundamentalism, the only possible model for positive coexistence 
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should aim at building an enriched identity. Likewise, Tibi (2002) proposes a di-
alogic approach that recognizes the importance, for peaceful civil coexistence 
among different cultural groups, of sharing a common values platform, of mi-
nimal consensus on values belonging to host society culture, such as: democracy, 
secularism, religious pluralism, civil rights, and respect for human dignity. In 
other words, it is important that “other” communities maintain their identity, 
while respecting the Leitkultur, that is, the host societies’ liberal cultural profiles 
for a mutual fertilization of cultures. 

Yet, in Europe, neo-traditionalist leaderships are particularly active in 
co-opting immigrants toward a path of communitarization.  

After thirty years, as multiculturalism has slowly gained ground almost eve-
rywhere in Europe, in countries such as Great Britain, Holland, and Denmark, 
which have long experimented with the application of well-founded policies, 
despite singular local varieties, on the principle of the recognition of group 
rights, the acceptance of requests coming from traditionalist Islamic minorities 
and the possibility given to them to organize themselves starting from their own 
cultural traditions seems to have created problematic consequences. In fact, the 
recognition doctrine of cultural rights, once it became a political practice, seems 
to have favored the separation among groups, and cultures, detrimental to the 
sharing of common and unifying values. It has caused ethical relativism, the 
birth of parallel and self-referential societies with strong relationships within 
themselves but fragile and potentially in conflict on the level of values with the 
rest of the host society (Cantle, 2001, 2016; Grillo, 2007). In this regard, Sen ob-
served that the history of multiculturalism is a good example of how fallacious 
reasoning can trap people into the inextricable quagmire which it has created 
(Sen, 2006b: p. 35). This would explain why, in the Netherlands, for example, 
there were heated, intense debates on the limits to be imposed on the expression 
of different cultures and on the need to promote more effective integration poli-
cies (Korteweg, 2006; Vasta, 2007), after the claim of director Theo van Gogh’s 
murder by a Dutchman of Moroccan origin, charging Van Gogh with offending 
Islam with his filmographic denunciation of the subjugation status of Islamic 
women. Not unlike Great Britain, where in recent years, particularly after the 
New England revolts in 2001 and the attacks on the London underground in 
2005, there seems to have been a growing radicalization of a large part of the Is-
lamic community in affirming its cultural specificity, and feelings of alienation 
from the host society rather than integration (Hart, 2005; McGhee, 2005, 2008; 
Kepel, 2005). 

Indeed, the post-colonial policies of Great Britain, one of the societies with the 
greatest cultural diversity, constitutes the most exemplary case of public com-
mitment towards the maintenance of cultural and religious specificities, con-
ceived as a measure of social cohesion. By interpreting equality in the light of the 
difference recognition, the English multicultural model has assumed communi-
ties, represented by reliable local interlocutors, as spokesmen for individuals, 
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recognizing differentiated juridical treatment, community rights to a individual 
who is identified as community, as belonging to a specific ethnic-religious tradi-
tion. As was said above, Islamic communities, with some of its cultural profiles 
far from liberal principles (rejection of secularism, popular sovereignty, human 
rights as an individually recognized asset), seem to have caused in Britain, as 
well as everywhere in Europe, very serious problems regarding integration and 
social cohesion. 

Instead of seeing, as expected, a progressively growing integration between Is-
lamic minorities and English host society, during the last twenty years, the in-
fluence of the most radical Islamic ideological tendencies seems to have in-
creased, refusing to place religion in the private sphere and claiming recognition, 
on the public scene, of values, customs, social relational rules inspired by tradi-
tionalist practice of Islam and sanctioned by the Shari’a. In this regard, for ex-
ample, since 1982, the right was recognized to the Muslim community to estab-
lish and to manage autonomously the courts that exercise the function of judg-
ment by applying the Shari’a as a source of civil law. This has led, since then, to a 
dangerous legal pluralism, endorsing the emission of discriminatory sentences 
against Muslim women in matters of inheritance, marriage, patrimonial dis-
putes, education and assignment of children for example, but also of domestic 
violence, with the substantial impunity of violent spouses (mostly sentenced to 
follow anger self-control courses), according to the dictates of the most radical 
Islamic tradition (Sbai, 2010). This recognition seems to have been the favorable 
condition for Islamic community closure into its own cultural profiles, as well as 
for demonstrations organized by groups of young British Muslims (Islam4UK), 
aimed at supporting the introduction of the Shari’a in the body of British judicial 
law (Sbai, 2010). 

Already, a survey carried out in 2006, on the attitudes of British Muslims 
(published by the Sunday Telegraph) showed a growing radicalism among Mus-
lim communities: 60% of Muslims interviewed (more than 500) felt alien to 
British society and were in favor of a lifestyle based on the most radical Islamic 
ethics, 40% advocated the application of Shari’a in predominantly Muslim areas 
of Great Britain, and 20% showed sympathy for the feelings and motivations of 
the Shahid responsible for the 2005 terrorist attacks, from educated youths, 
second or third generation offspring who were apparently well integrated into 
English society and born into families immigrating to Great Britain two or three 
generations ago. 

Despite the variety of locally adopted multiculturalist political strategies, the 
principle followed for integration was to practice an openness to safeguard the 
ethnicity of identity minorities without asking anything from the immigrants in 
return (Joppke, 2004). However, it seems that the reciprocity, necessary for a 
fruitful meeting of cultures, was compromised. Already in 2001, the Cantle Re-
port described multi-ethnic Great Britain as a collation of separate communities, 
with parallel lives in separate institutions, incapable of meaningful interchanges, 
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lacking a meta-community as a common ground of union between eth-
nic-cultural differences (Report Cantle, 2001: p. 9). Even the studies conducted 
on the growing ethnic tensions that occurred in various English schools in re-
sponse to multicultural educational approaches (e.g. Faas, 2008) push in the in-
terpretative direction of a growing process of stiffening of the ethno-national 
boundaries, as well as the most recent government reports on the status of Mus-
lim women in Britain. 

The latest reports from different parts of Europe, still present a scenario where 
the condition of Muslim women is strongly anchored to a tradition that is reluc-
tant to open up to parity principles and to the promotion of fundamental subjec-
tive liberties and, therefore, subordinated to the imposition of rules that deprive 
women of self-management, first of all the custom of forced or arranged mar-
riages. These traditional rules are widely followed in Great Britain, as well as in 
Holland, Belgium, Sweden, Norway and Denmark. Already in 2009 a report 
presented to the Council of Europe showed that in Northern countries there was 
a progressive a growing re-traditionalization and re-patriarcalization of Muslim 
women’s status, indexed by a progressive increase in the last twenty years of 
domestic violence carried out on the basis of traditional codes of honor, which 
punish, in the name of the unity of the community, the opposition of resistances 
to the Islamic cultural/religious tradition (the arranged marriages refusal, the 
refusal to convert to another faith and to wear the Islamic veil, the inclination to 
wear Western style clothing, to frequent Christian friends or, in any case, 
non-Muslims, to study, to undertake a career, to seek divorce, to be indepen-
dent, in this sense, to be modern (Council of Europe Report, 2009). 

One of the most recent reports on honor-based violence was written in 2011 
by Iranian and Kurdish Women’s Rights Organization in Great Britain 
(IKWRO, 2011). Murders, rapes, abductions, physical and psychological vi-
olence, and acid disfigurements increased by 47% in Great Britain in 2010, for a 
total of 3300 offenses recorded by police stations (without considering 
non-reported cases). The areas with the most crimes were urban areas, where the 
largest number of Muslim immigrants resided: 495 crimes in London, 378 in the 
Birmingham area, 350 in West Yorkshire, 227 in Lancashire and 189 in Man-
chester. The trend appears to be confirmed by more recent reports. Overall, 
from 2010 to 2014 the British police have recorded more than 11,000 cases of 
honor bases violence (abductions, beatings, homicides) (IKWRO, 2015). In ad-
dition, this violence, based on an honor code, does not seem to limit itself to first 
generation immigrants. According to the detailed Crimes of the Community re-
port about Honor-Based Violence in the UK in 2010, this violence was also per-
petuated by third- and fourth-generation immigrants who grew up and were 
educated in the UK and was justified by 1 out of 10 young Asian Americans. 

In addition to the general picture, the estimate of Muslim women living in 
England and Wales coming from countries where the practice of infibulation as 
a prenuptial condition is tradition, rose from 66,000 in 2001 to 137,000 in 2011 
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(Macfarlane, 2014). Based on these data, it is estimated that about 20,000 women 
are considered at high risk every year (A Statistical Study to Estimate the Preva-
lence of Female Genital Mutilation in England and Wales, Foundation for 
Women’s Health and Development, 2010). Furthermore, it has been estimated 
that currently about 300,000 Muslims live in the UK in polygamous families 
without incurring any penalty whatsoever; the number of forced marriages have 
doubled in just 4 years, from 1996 to 2000 with a total figure of 18,000 cases in 
the year 2000 (Home Office, 2000). Each year, there are about 8,000 British 
women of Turkish, Kurdish, Iranian or Pakistani origins, forced to undergo ar-
ranged marriage by their family (Report of the British Department of Education, 
2011) and often, they are under 18 years of age (British Government Department 
for Forced Marriages, 2010, Report from the Foreign and Commonwealth Of-
fice, 2012).  

After having favored the opening and the conferring of special privileges to 
religious confessions—with the establishment of Shari a tribunals and Faith 
Schools, where, however, a radical interpretation of Islam has been shown to 
condition scholastic programs (punishment of apostasy and homosexuality, dis-
criminatory conception of the sexes, type and modality of corporal punishment 
in case of deviance, aversion to the Jews....) and promote a strong identity clo-
sure and clash—the multiculturalist English society myth has had to deal with 
critical issues that have led to a rethinking of group rights towards policies 
aimed at promoting a greater sense of citizenship and national belonging: great-
er use of the English language, greater acceptance of the main national institu-
tions. In this regard, the Cantle Report had already concluded by suggesting this 
need, reaffirmed by the 2002 White Paper, which insisted on the “duty” of im-
migrants to a “mutual understanding” for the creation of a common and shared 
vision of society (Home Office, 2000: p. 27, cited in Joppke, 2004: p. 252). As re-
cently as 2011, at the Security Conference in Munich, British Prime Minister 
Cameron declared the “failure” of State multiculturalism and its necessary 
downsizing in the name of universal human rights of freedom and democratic 
values. The government leaders of Germany, Denmark, Holland would go on to 
echo these thoughts. 

In Holland, there has been a similar shift from multiculturalism to civic inte-
gration since 1998. In the shadow of group rights official policies, as Entzinger 
pointed out, an ethnic sub-class with weak links to Dutch culture and society, 
without any intentions to integrate, seems to have emerged (Entizinger, 2003: p. 
78). In 2004 a Government Report showed that in the Netherlands, after a long 
multiculturalist tradition, Muslims of first and this is certainly the most signifi-
cant aspect, second generation are not willing to accept modern conceptions on 
women’s emancipation and the role of religion in society, i.e. the perspective of 
the secular state that shifts the social role of religion from the politi-
cal-institutional public level to the level of the intimate dimension of religiosity 
(Government Report, 2004). According to 2008 data from the Ministry of Jus-
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tice, domestic physical or psychological violence against women is a systematic 
practice in at least two thirds of Turkish and Moroccan families living in the 
Netherlands: 21% of Turkish women and 14% of Moroccan women were victims 
of family abuse. Here too, the novelty in the current Dutch integration policy 
consists in requiring more from immigrants in the process of integration, re-
ducing the practice of a unilateral cultural recognition from the dominant socie-
ty to minorities. The most visible expression of this new propensity is the 1998 
law on civic integration of new non-European arrivals which obliges them (al-
beit with soft sanction provisions) to 600 hours of civics and host language 
learning. 

This political rethinking about principles of civic integration has become a 
rather general trend in Europe. 

In Denmark, there was a law promulgated in 2017 for de-radicalization, with 
prevention programs entrusted to primary school education.  

Since the 1970s, in Germany, several radical movements have been working to 
Islamize Muslims, mainly Turkish, in an extremist manner. Although multicul-
turalist policies have not been officially applied there, as in Great Britain and the 
Netherlands, various governmental agencies such as the Federal Foreign Affairs 
Commission have supported and promoted a concept of Germany as a multi-
cultural country. In the last twenty years, as Souad Sbai reports, cases of Shari’a 
infiltration seem to have increased (Sbai, 2010): in the courts, with sentences that 
have recognized cultural extenuating circumstances in cases of honor and do-
mestic violence because they are considered legitimate by Koran principles; in 
schools, where Muslim students are given the right not to study evolutionary 
theories without any negative scholastic consequences and male teachers are in-
vited, in some cases, not to shake Muslim students’ hands at graduation because 
it is banned by Islam; in censorship, where various classical theatrical represen-
tations are canceled in order not to offend Islamic sensitivity; in eating habits, 
where Islamic slaughtering is allowed.  

As reported by widespread literature, here as well, however, these forms of 
respect for cultural Islamic sensitivity seem to have not produced a proportional 
growth of the internal state of social cohesion, but rather affirmed the relativism 
of values and the separateness of minorities from the mainstream (see for exam-
ple Lust, 2008; Prins & Saharso, 2010). In 2010, statistics reported, for example, 
an increase in domestic violence with as many as 49% of Turkish women suffer-
ing domestic violence in the family (Sbai, 2010). Against this background, the 
revaluation of the notion of Leitkultur in German political discourse assumes the 
same significance as political rethinking in the direction of interventions for civ-
ic integration in Great Britain and in the Netherlands (Joppke, 2004). 

In Sweden, the most recent national study, conducted within the European 
project: Flying Team against Violence, estimates that 70,000 Muslim girls are at 
risk of forced marriages in Sweden (Gift mot sin vilja—Married against One’s 
will—2012). This trend places within the more general European framework. 
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Downing Street estimates that about three thousand forced marriages occur in 
Europe every year, while thousands of Muslim girls, often European citizens, 
disappear. In order to face this emergency, in the last 10 - 20 years, Forced mar-
riage was declared a criminal offense, punishable by law for up to 6 years in 
prison, in Belgium, Norway, Germany, and recently in Great Britain, where cur-
rent legislation on this matter, only allowed civil court proceedings. 

In short, the lack of attention given to reciprocity and policies aimed at build-
ing minimal consensus on host society values seem to have ended up by streng-
thening barriers among groups and destabilizing the foundations of cohesion 
and integration. 

According to many interpreters, Europe is a case onto itself. They refer, for 
example, to New Zealand and especially to the “success” of Australian multicul-
turalism. However, it seems that the relativist interpretation of multiculturalism 
has never found any official approval in Australia. Although, governments have 
adopted policies and programs to support cultural minorities, abandoning pre-
vious assimilatory practices - policies have been able to build and maintain a lev-
el of social cohesion in spite of increasing cultural diversity, recognizing minori-
ties their right to maintain their own culture within the reference culture of the 
host society. The acknowledgement of group rights has been balanced with that 
of equal responsibility for sharing a core of fundamental values, such as gender 
equality, religious freedom, racial tolerance, as well as the commitment to learn-
ing English and job searching. Their applied model seems closer to the pluralist 
project than to the multicultural one. 

In conclusion, multiculturalist policies should have made a difference, in 
those European countries where they were not formally implemented3. It seems 
that the recognition interpretation by Muslims does not lead where multicul-
turalist doctrines and policies promise. On the contrary, Sartori seems to have 
been correct (2000). Even more so, regarding the condition of communities that 
do not want to integrate, the multiculturalist model of group rights, without re-
ciprocity, is not effective in producing social cohesion and peace, but seems to be 
able to maintain, favor and reinforce more radical, separatist tendencies.  

 

 

3In France, for example, despite the 2006 awareness campaigns, it was estimated that in the 
Ile-de-France and in the six departments with the highest Islamic population, there were at least 
over 60 thousand teenagers from the age of ten to eighteen, threatened by forced marriages and 55 
thousand Muslim children who risked infibulation (the trend seemed a constant compared to past 
years, Gams, Group for the Abolition of Sexual Mutilation, 2006). Although French law forbids 
forced marriages and prosecutes all those who practice infibulation to Muslims with French citi-
zenship or to those having resident status, this trend seems to be growing. Italy is also a case in 
point: the number of cases of honor-based violence against Muslim women and second-generation 
youths have increased in recent years. Between 2010 and 2011, there were around 8,000 requests for 
help, with 82% of complaints sent to the association for the protection of the rights of Muslim 
women (mainly Moroccan women, according to the most significant Islamic presence in Ital,  
ACMID Donna, Five-Year Report, 2012). Likewise, the practice of Urfi marriages (marriages cele-
brated with Islamic rites in sheds or garages transformed into mosques) have created polygamy,  
illegal for the Italian state. In fact, this has led to an unexpectedly high number of polygamous mar-
riages in Italy: despite the fact that they are legally prohibited, it was estimated that as far back as 
2012, there were about 15 thousand (ACMID Donna, Five-Year Report, 2012). 
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6. From Multi-Culturalism to Inter-Culturalism  

The delineation of cultural diversity co-habitation strategies proceeds from the 
convictions that substantiate the response to the problems of integration and so-
cial cohesion strongly generated by globalization processes. Multiculturalist 
emphasis on ethnic roots, on identity construction wrapped up in the sure 
meshes of tradition networks and community ties, against an individualized 
modernity that has worn down, loosened and deformed the interweaving of the 
community fabric to the point of losing its ability for restrains the process of 
self-formation, has raised serious doubts regarding its ability to foster social co-
hesion and social integration. As we have seen, Multiculturalism itself risks cre-
ating a Balkanization of sociality, closed and reified cultures, separate groups 
destined to remain strangers, without sharing anything, without some sharing of 
value meanings on which integration and cohesion, social ties, communication 
and relationships between groups depend. In other terms, the problematic suffi-
ciency of a procedural integration, without a moral foundation ensured by a 
platform, albeit minimal, of shared common values, risks, on the one hand, of 
amplifying the potential for social conflict, and, on the other, of establishing 
forms of social injustice, by maintaining, through group right, those cultural tra-
ditions that preside over possible intra-group discriminatory practices. 

Reflections of this kind have opened different scenarios and provided alterna-
tive solutions.  

The reference, for example, to the “community”, after the exile in which 
modernity had confined it, can, Bauman has asked himself, imply the oblivion of 
the lesson of history? Can the virtues of the community be able to forgive every-
thing to it, to forget everything, the prevaricating force of internal pressures, the 
propensity to ethnocentrism, to collective narcissism (Bauman, 1997)? 

For Bauman (1999), the lesson of History itself shows us the risks inherent in 
communitarian multiculturalism and serves as support for a model of diversity 
management with a pluralist character. In this regard, Bauman does not recall 
any reasons other than those which, as we have seen, have conveyed the most 
widespread consensus. With a significant reference to Odo Marquand, in his 
Apologie des Zufälligen4 (Marquand, 1986), the reason is the same: the absolu-
tistic status of the ideal of Good kept within the context of community living at 
its foundation, which ties its members into a single and stable whole (an absolute 
principle like the superiority of the race, one God, one party, History’s one law), 
as device in creating cohesion and integration but also in violent conflicts perpe-
trated in the name of Truth, protected from any sense of responsibility and the 

 

 

4“People killed or kill one another in disputes about the unambiguously correct interpretation of a 
book, namely, the Holy Scriptures” o “[…] of the one sole univocal world history. […] If two hu-
man group […] admit only one unique and solely correct interpretation, and that we and only we 
have this interpretation, then the result can be the hermeneutic homicide” (1991 [1986]: 103). In 
other words, by quoting Marquand, for Bauman, there is no atrocity that cannot be committed or 
that has not already been committed in the name of Truth, in the name of an ideal of Good pre-
served within community life (absolute principles such as the one God, the one party, the one law of 
history), devoid of any sense of both individual and collective responsibility and guilt. 
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risk of being condemned by one’s own conscience. 
One cannot but recognize, for Bauman, that the openness toward dialogue 

encouraged by pluralism—the pluralizing hermeneutics of Marquand, the con-
cordance on the part of all the contenders that a book can lend itself to different 
interpretations, always new and original, teaches, on the contrary, to lay down 
arms, to discolor the intransigence of the singularizing hermeneutics in the art of 
mutually negotiating meanings (quotations from Bauman, 1999: p. 13). In fact, 
Bauman challenges Community advocates to find in the History at the first cry 
of the human individual (Bauman, 1999: p. 15) any example of conflict, any act 
of inter or intra group cruelty perpetrated in the name of pluralism and pluralist 
tolerance In other words, for the Polish sociologist, the solution against fear of 
nihilistic danger that frightens the detractors of polytheism cannot reside in 
what, in the end, seems to him as an anachronistic leap back in time.  

For Bauman, the solution is to be found in the de-reification of every cultural 
reification, in overcoming that emptiness, that deficit, as Donati called it (2008: 
p. 31) of relationality among cultures, established by the multiculturalist indiffe-
rence towards traits of common symbolic language.  

From a systemic point of view, a shared symbolic code, some shared beliefs (in 
terms of language, values, expectations, norms...) is the condition for the very 
constitution of social systems as communicative systems of interaction.  

From this point of view, today, Interculturalism is proposed as new policy of 
governance of cultural differences (Cantle, 2015, 2016; Bouchard, 2011, 2015; 
Barrett, 2013; Guidikova, 2015; Zapata-Barrero, 2016, 2017). Interculturalism 
aims to promote social integration cohesion starting from two principles: the 
prevalence of “the individual”, of his freedom of choice, on “the group”, and the 
dynamic conception of culture. In so doing, it detaches from essentialist concep-
tion of multiculturalism both identity, according to which diversity must be in-
terpreted only in terms of origin and culture, and culture, considered as rooted 
in territory (Barrett, 2013). 

In this way, the social vision proposed by the intercultural model seems to ob-
viate the limits of multiculturalism, encompassing the idea of forging a shared 
basis of values through a concept of reciprocity that, on one hand, incorporates 
that of pluralism (reciprocity oriented by liberal and democratic ethos that 
marks the culture of modern western societies) and on the other hand, “ex-
pands” it.  

There is growing consensus today in believing that policies capable of creating 
greater inclusion, integration and social cohesion in poly-ethnic democracies are 
those that employ diversity management strategies, enucleated around a 
bi-directional or reciprocal adaptation process (Rodriguez-Garcia, 2010; Rattan-
si, 2011). This means aiming at the construction of a convivendi modus founded 
upon a sharing that derives from encounter and dialogue between identity dif-
ferences. It is not a matter of erasing the differences (homogenizing assimilation 
or solution by subtraction), nor of crystallizing them, separating them, estrang-
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ing them, and ultimately opposing them (multiculturalist isolationism or solu-
tion by addition), but of encouraging all groups, including cultural majorities of 
the host society, to engage in a meaningful dialogue, aimed at a process of mu-
tual learning, capable of leading to unity from and of difference (Archer, 1991), 
to a world of common meanings, at the foundation of civilized life, rooted on a 
“solid ground of mutual understanding” (Donati, 2008: p. 60). This fusion of 
cognitive horizons (Horizontverschmelzung), one might say, is, as Gadamer 
teaches, a necessary condition for mutual understanding (Gadamer, 1960). 
Compared to pluralism, therefore, inter-culturalism insists on the possibility of 
mutual learning, recognizing that minority groups also have the right to propose 
changes to the host society, if it can be shown that these changes are in the best 
interest of the proposing cultural group and that they do not violate the rights of 
any other group (Rodriguez-Garcia, 2010; Cantle, 2016). 

Inter-culturalism emphasizes the dialogic, processual nature of cultures, un-
derstood as not fixed static entities but dynamic process of constructing mean-
ings, with others and through others. If conceiving multicultural society as a 
mosaic of fixed cultural identities can take on the connotation of a sociological 
and logical paradox, conceiving cultures as a process, and multicultural society 
as a “network of crossed identifications” (Baumann, 1999: p. 124), seems able to 
efface the paradoxes, to avoid the impasse in which communitarian or pluralist 
multiculturalism appears finally to stop. 

To be precise, still today the relationship between interculturalism and multi-
culturalism constitutes the core of a debate which is very controversial. On the 
one hand, interculturalists emphasize a clear theoretical detachment of intercul-
turalism from multiculturalism. Cantle contends interculturalism an opportuni-
ty to replace multiculturalism as conceptual and political framework (Cantle, 
2012: p. 2) and Maxwell considers it a step forward compared to multicultural-
ism (Maxwell et al., 2012: p. 429). Cantle’s critical arguments (2016) go in the 
direction already specified, that is, the multiculturalism tendency to close indi-
vidual cultural identities in static and monolithic containers, to consider them 
not subjected to evolution and progress through dialogue and reason, linked to 
an fixed idea of culture in space and time, whose intrinsic dynamism, its fluid 
nature, every possibility for change and evolution, is denied. Cantle critically in-
terprets the implications of this approach pointing out the multiculturalism ten-
dency to erode the foundations of community cohesion and universality of hu-
man rights, the significant contribution that it gives to “parallel societies” gene-
sis, to social balkanization rather than integration and cohesion, by its emphasis 
on identity policies. In turn, multiculturalism supporters reject these criticisms. 
Meer & Modood (2012, 2016; see also Modood, 2015) come to argue that inter-
culturalism is even just a variant, a particular version, a critical friend of norma-
tive multiculturalism, considering all its facets. According to Modood, having 
presented multiculturalism as a form of dialogical citizenship, intercultural dia-
logue is central to multiculturalism, even foundational to it (Modood, 2017, 
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online). This same idea is shared also from Zapata-Barrero and Kymlicka (Za-
pata-Barrero, 2016, 2017; Kymlicka, 2016). Therefore, multiculturalism is still 
considered valid from a theoretical point of view as well as from a political point 
of view, although the need is recognized to revisit it by refining its conceptual 
framework in the direction of a clearer balance between unity and diversity, mi-
nority and majority (Modood, 2017; 2018b). Modood, for example, admits that 
multiculturalists, and himself, have not engaged much with the concept of ma-
jority and unity, although he contends that this concept is implicit in multicul-
turalism.  

Beyond these particular positions, however, in general a conceptual difference 
between interculturalism and multiculturalism can be grasped. Although both 
approaches give importance to dialogue, the purpose theoretically assigned to it 
is different. Interculturalism frames the device of dialogue between different 
cultural identities in the context of integrations needs. Whereas multiculturalism 
insists on diversity and interventions aimed at its recognition, interculturalism 
gives greater importance to unity and interventions aimed at integration. On the 
one hand, multiculturalism, consistently, emphasizes the “multi”, on the other 
hand, interculturalism, coherently, emphasizes the ‘“inter” (Taylor, 2012), look-
ing for a guideline for dialogue that guarantees unity.  

In this regard, interculturalists, like Bouchard (2011; 2015), have been criti-
cized for majority precedence principle (Modood, 2017).  

However, from my perspective, as I will say below, the terms of the question 
seems to have been too simplified. 

Taking up the lines of the discourse, sociologically speaking, compared to 
multiculturalism, which, in insisting on an equal respect for cultures, risks clos-
ing up groups and reifying cultures, interculturalism seems a quality leap to the 
extent that it promotes a process of dynamic integration, which refers to a mu-
tual fertilization of cultures. 

In this sense, inter-culturalism is configured as an interactive project of coex-
istence, in difference and with difference, and as a model of integration that as-
sumes the need for a core of shared values, whose construction—here, as we 
said, lies its novelty—is conceived within a mutual learning process among cul-
tures. This model refers to a new concept of collective and individual identity 
that of enriched identity (e.g. Samir Khalil, 2007; Paolucci, 2010, 2016). As Gerd 
Baumann clarifies, one passes from a dominant culture discourse to a demiotic 
discourse (Baumann, 1999), which affirms the cultural and spiritual identity that 
distinguishes the West, but enriches it with the other cultures of which the iden-
tity minorities are bearers, and vice versa. In this way, dynamics call all the in-
volved parties in question: on the one hand, inter-culturalism implies the en-
hancement of one’s cultural identity; on the other, it implies reciprocal willing-
ness to acknowledge what can enrich it, always in the logic of a mutual encoun-
ter, dialogue and learning among different identities. In this context, the 
pre-eminent role entrusted to intercultural pedagogy is justified, or better still, to 
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what Donati, in his proposal for managing differences, has called collecitive ref-
lexivity, for the production of those merit goods worthy of being recognized and 
pursued as citizenship rights by the entire political community (Donati, 2008: p. 
44). A central element in the process of intercultural incorporation would be a 
citizenship reformulation as a bottom-up citizenship, whereby equality at the 
structural level, the universal level of rights and obligations of citizenship, does 
not imply the disappearance of differences, but their coexistence in the public 
sphere, promoted by participation and civic engagement of all the actors in-
volved in the socio-political process, in a public confrontation where semantic 
negotiation favors reciprocal learning among cultures. 

Thus, on one hand, it is possible to build that enriched common base capable 
of forging bonds between groups and peaceful social cooperation. On the other 
hand, the intercultural solution responds to principles of social fairness, avoid-
ing confusion between cultural freedom, fundamental for human dignity, and 
the defense of any form of cultural legacy that does not take into account the 
choices people would make if they had the opportunity of seeing things in a crit-
ical manner (Sen, 2006c). 

In more analytical terms, we need to underline three qualifying aspects of the 
intercultural proposal which, from a sociological perspective, enable it to “make” 
society by combining cultural differentiation with the instance of integration and 
social cohesion. 

The first aspect of inter-culturalism concerns the fact that it is articulated on 
the construction of a common sense tie which allows relationality and dialogue 
between groups, and a more certain basis for cohesion and integration. In this 
regard, the debate on the criteria that can direct dialogue, make it possible and, 
ultimately, leads it to a peaceful conclusion, is significant. Because dialogue is 
not a colloquy, at the end of which, everyone goes on his own way, with his own 
convictions left intact, but aspires to build a common world and an enriched 
identity, the inter-culture path has required, from the beginning, the need for se-
rious reflection on the conditions capable of making a common world practica-
ble. How can we build this common world? What dialogue, when the differences 
are often insurmountable? On what basis can we build a mutual understanding 
to which the dialogue among various cultures can be anchored? In other words, 
in order to dialogue on values, the need of supra-ordered, meta-cultural criteria 
has been recognized, to which everyone must refer, and which directs the dialo-
gue itself. In this respect, inter-culturalism emphasizes the constraint of the 
compliance of every symbolic value to the inalienable principle of human dignity 
as a meta-cultural guiding criterion, allowing, regardless of any dogmatic beliefs, 
to discriminate between cultural differences that can be accepted and confirmed 
and those that cannot be part of a common world of symbolic meanings (Za-
magni, 2002; Tibi, 2002; Donati, 2008). 

Donati clarifies this point well (2008). 
Placing the principle of human dignity as a super-ordained criterion, would 
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allow reciprocal dialogue permitting a judgment of rationality on values that is 
independent of the culture in which they are embedded, conferring citizenship  
to values if and as far as they respond to what is worthy of human being, to dig-
nity as a natural property of man as man, and, in this sense, as an autonomous 
criterion, which does not depend on any cultural specificity or dogmatic faith 
(Donati, 2008: p. 125). Public activation of a reflexive capacity of the rationality 
that is exercised on values, promoting those that favor a humanization of the re-
lationship that they inform, in light of the criterion of respect for human dignity, 
would ensure, as a result of a participatory dialogic process, that mutual ex-
change of symbolic meanings likely to lead to a morphogenesis of the cultural 
identities involved, and to the formation of a common world, of a new laicity of 
culture and of the State, or, again, of that societarismo costituzionale, as Donati 
called it, capable of going beyond multiculturalism5, with its isolationist risks. 
Public adoption, therefore, of a relational paradigm would work to ensure the 
effective feasibility of the intercultural project, overcoming both multicultural 
isolationism and possible conflicts related to the institutional, coming from 

 

 

5According to Donati, overcoming multiculturalism requires a theoretical revision of rationality, i.e. 
a conceptualization that expands rationality beyond its classical dimensions, both from the still too 
restrictive functionalist Durkheimian conception and from the Weberian conception, overcoming 
the idea that values cannot be judged when they are the expression of a common feeling. In more 
specific terms, in Donati’s perspective, given that each culture differs according to the effects that its 
symbolic values produce in the relationship they inform, the recognition of cultural diversity (ac-
cepted and confirmed rather than rejected and dismissed) emanates from exercise of a public rea-
son applied to relationships. This is a reflexive faculty that evaluates rationality (the good reasons) 
of any culture, relating this rationality judgment not only to its content of instrumental rationality 
(of means) or of situated purpose or of relational normativity, but to its ultimate sense of confor-
mity to what is worthy of human being to that which, as such, is inalienable, non-negotiable, that is, 
to its content of symbolic rationality (rationality exercised on values) or rationality of dignity (Do-
nati, 2008: p. 109). What matters, therefore, is whether or not certain symbolic values produce a 
humanization growth of the individuals involved in relationships that values orient. Following this 
line of reasoning, for example, according to our author, we can recognize infibulation, polygamy, 
repudiation, arranged marriages, the relationship between man and woman marked by various 
forms of social and legal discrimination against women, and why not Islamic veil, as irrational prac-
tices, as well as the Barbagia code that legitimizes revenge. And this is not because these practices 
violate human rights—an all-Western conception, on which, therefore, identity conflicts are trig-
gered—but because, explains Donati, they are lacking to produce a growth of humanization of the 
woman, of her dignity as proper characteristic (property) of the human (ibid ). It is thus, through 
reflexive rationality, that it is possible to activate a mutual exchange of symbolic meanings capable 
of leading to a morphogenesis of the cultural identities involved and to the formation of a common 
world, of a new State and culture laicity, which confers cultural citizenship to values if and as they 
respond to what is worthy of the human individual, regardless of justifications based on faith. The 
adoption, therefore, of what Donati called a relational paradigm ensures the effective feasibility of 
the intercultural project for the foundation of that societarismo costituzionale where the overcom-
ing of multiculturalist isolationism is identified. Following a similar line of reasoning, Zamagni 
(2002) emphasizes the need for a society which in its construction, by establishing the principles 
and norms of social life, assumes the dignity of the human person as an indispensable and universal 
criterion. Faced with multiple and different cultures, the proposal, thus, becomes that of a transcul-
tural coexistence project, as the author prefers to call it, where, regardless of particular cultural 
roots, in considering a given culture it appears binding to distinguish what is tolerable from what is 
respectable and what is shareable, firmly anchoring each of the three levels of judgment onto the 
condition of the protection of human dignity as a principle that, even though the West first con-
ceptualized it, cannot however, for Zamagni, only be limited to Western societies. 
 

https://doi.org/10.4236/sm.2018.84019


R. Condorelli 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/sm.2018.84019 292 Sociology Mind 
 

above, determination of a recognition threshold. 
Therefore, if individual cultural specificities are allowed the recognition of the 

right to preserve their own identity, inter-culturalism institutionalizes this rec-
ognition within parameters of the culture of human dignity as a reference cul-
ture (or Leitkultur, as Bassam Tibi calls it, 2002) which, although it finds its co-
dification in European Constitutions, is established as a meta-cultural heritage, 
independent of hegemonic national connotations, able, precisely for this reason, 
to ensure the possibility of intercultural dialogue and conflict composition. 

The second aspect of inter-culturalism concerns the meaning by which the 
concept of reciprocity is to be understood. What is still to be underlined is that 
intercultural reciprocity is comprehended within the framework of a fertilization 
of the cultural identities involved, as a result of a participatory dialogic process. 
Therefore, it is not just a question of bi-directionally correcting unilateral recog-
nition relationship from majorities to the minorities, so as to obviate the conse-
quences of dis-integration already highlighted. Bi-directionality is not limited 
and does not end with proposals of civic education programs, as is widely dis-
cussed in politics in various European contexts. It goes further, to the more 
proper meaning of reciprocity, completing the path of recognition in terms of a 
circular relational process open to a possible morphogenesis of all the identities 
involved in the relational circuit (majorities and minorities). 

Therefore, the benefits of the inter-cultural approach would reverberate over 
all the parties involved. Reciprocity oriented by human dignity would act as a 
catalyst for positive changes within different cultures: for minority cultures, 
mutual comparison could be an incentive to open up to liberal and democratic 
values, and, for post-modern Western societies it could act as an incentive to re-
visit certain extremisms of individualization and secularization process that 
marks them (see Marzano, 2002: p. 272). 

The third qualifying aspect of the inter-culturalist integration model is a new 
understanding of the concept of secularism or laicism. In this sense, while it does 
not question the secular nature of the State in the sense of its neutrality with re-
spect to religion, the intercultural model enhances the relational resource of dif-
ferent religious expressions which occupy and which are destined to occupy the 
Western public sphere more and more permanently at the dawn of the third 
millennium, recognizing their inclusion in the public debate sphere, sphere that, 
however, remain secular as far as it always keeps firm reference to respect for 
human dignity as a principle of reason, regardless of considerations related to 
dogmas of faith 

In other words, the intercultural model operates using a concept of laicity un-
derstood as an open secularism, in the sense of a condition of the public sphere 
that sees religious expressions no longer excluded from the common discourse 
space. The area of secularism should, therefore, be mainly concerned with the 
criterion of reason which must preside over dialogue in the public sphere. Di-
alogue between the different religious expressions is subject to a criterion of 
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mutual “moderation” between faith and reason (see Donati, 2002). This reci-
procal “moderation” function appears thus, to be the keystone of all intercultural 
discourse, which enables overcoming the limits of assimilationist models, on the 
one hand, and the problems of ethical relativism involved in multiculturalist 
ideology, on the other, achieving integration, new order with coherence. 

Some empirical attempts at inter-culturalism have been exemplified by the 
Canadian debate on the Shari’a Laws, held in 2005 in Ontario. At this time, the 
Islamic Institute of Civil Justice proposed the creation of arbitration boards 
based on Islamic religious law to resolve family law disputes. This led to public 
debate between supporters of religious rights and supporters of women’s rights 
among traditionalist Muslim community members and other social parts, 
non-Muslim women and men, as well as the secular and liberal part of the Mus-
lim community. This debate ended with the prohibition of all forms of arbitra-
tion based on religion and, in fairness, with the application of this prohibition to 
all religious groups. This result was obtained through public discussion and 
peaceful negotiation processes among all the different groups involved, oriented 
by the rule of respect for the dignity and freedom of women, prevailing both on 
the criterion of equal individual culture respect and on public space secularity 
established on principle. 

The above Canadian case shows how other tricky issues in the West could find 
appropriate solutions as well, such as, for example, the issue of the head veil for 
Muslim women, an extremely controversial question since 1989, when some 
Muslim students were removed from the Creil school in France, because they 
entered the school wearing their traditional veil over their head. In France, this 
episode ended with an official veil prohibition in public places. Yet, this same 
controversy continues and has spread to other European countries that are now 
facing a growing Islamic territorial presence. The controversy lies in the fact that 
the prohibition is usually justified by appealing to Secular State principle. How-
ever, the ban has stirred up, as in the case of France, systematic criticism of as-
similationism and cultural discrimination from Muslim minority. At this level, 
the question seems bound to constitute, as it has indeed, a perennial source of 
cultural conflict and identity controversy. Instead, a public debate, constrained 
to appeal to secular, super-ordinate, principle of human dignity respect, having 
to take into account the protection of those women who do not freely choose to 
wear the veil as a symbol of their religious and cultural identity but undergo this 
practice, often indicative of a state of social submission, seems better to dissolve 
the tangles that induce identity conflicts. This debate invokes a more convincing 
reason for the limitation of public tolerance towards veil practice, like what 
happened in the case of Islamic arbitral tribunal recognition refusal in Canada. 
The principle is always that of not wronging human dignity, a principle invoked 
today, however, by many secular Muslim feminists, in considering manifesta-
tions of tolerance on the use of the veil as well as the propensity to accept the 
requests in this sense oriented by Islamic feminists expressive of a naive multi-
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culturalism (Tamzali, 2010). 

7. Conclusion 

It is clear that the problem of harmonizing potentially conflicting demands, such 
as respect for diversity, peace, justice, social cohesion and social integration does 
not depend much, or only upon the number and degree of diversity between 
cultures that inhabit our democratic societies. The question is, primarily, a 
problem of management strategy of differences. In modern poly-ethnic demo-
cracies, it would be anachronistic to ignore the need to enhance the link between 
cultural freedom and cultural belonging. The notion that social cohesion and 
civic equality must require cultural homogeneity is, nowadays, hardly a sustain-
able idea, for the same reason that an “ossified humanity”, that is, a culture not 
being a process, was already inconceivable to Lévi-Strauss in his Race et Histoire 
(1952). From this point of view, if so, we could not blame those who, as Young, 
raise doubts about whether integration is always desirable, or whether the more 
integrated a society is, the better, proposing to treat integration with caution 
(Mason, 2018). But if the idea of cultural homologation is unsustainable in an 
era of super-diversity, so is separation, estrangement of cultures that find them-
selves sharing the same social spaces. Separation, the enclosure in communities 
of similar people, in real islands of uniformity, as Bauman called them, either 
one imposed from above or the one in which the multiculturalist dream seems to 
shatter, is not the right device to ensure cohesion and integration—peaceful 
coexistence and social cooperation. Fundamentalist tendencies, the various isms 
of the world to which History has accustomed us, with concentration camps and 
lagers, ethnic cleansing, enslavement, shahids of militant neo-asceticism, ram-
pant Christian phobias and gender oppression, mixophobic and xenophobic 
tendencies, fear of cultural diversity within its gated communities (Bauman, 
2005), estrangement and mutual opposition between us and them with its cul-
tural ghettos (it does not matter whether they are imposed or even wanted by 
individuals who want to remain separated), are nourished whenever cultures are 
essentialized, reified and the impossibility of mutually engaging in meaningful 
communication, in an intimate and profound way, in a human way, as Sennett 
would say (1996), manifests. Therefore, it seems unrealistic to think that a new 
positive cohabitation can arise from the salad bowl model. 

This paper reaches this conviction showing perplexities on the sufficiency of 
procedural foundations as social integration constraint able of “making society” 
between us and them, and, consequently, on the identity policy proposed by 
normative multiculturalism. 

Although some sociological theorizations consider that, today, in complex, 
extremely differentiated, individualized and detraditionalized societies such as 
our modern society, sic et simpliciter adhesion to norm is the only possibility of 
social system integration (as we said, Luhmann, for example, believes that inte-
gration in complex societies has nothing to do with consensus), this strategy 
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risks amplifying differences rather than forming unity, even without eliminating 
diversities, and fragilizing social ties (for example, this is what we can observe 
for social systems such as family or couple relationships, when living together 
becomes a pure bureaucratic issue and the very meaning of relational tie has 
evaporated). In this sense, the sufficiency of procedural foundations should re-
quire the need of a Hobbesian state. As we said, the perplexities increase if we 
look at the issue from the perspective of the New Systems Theory. 

From my point of view, Complexity completes the interpretative framework. 
If it is true that systems are an interweaving of constraints and emergencies, 

and that they are able to self-organize, to survive by forming new integrative 
constraints, and not to get lost into chaos only if they are in an intermediate po-
sition between connection and differentiation, neither too connected nor too 
differentiated, irrelated and erratic, disordered to the point of no longer finding 
forms of internal organization, starting from this assumption, and for what has 
already been said, procedural foundations as device of integration and normative 
multiculturalism that emphasizes it show serious limits. 

From this point of view, normative multiculturalism risks to be a society 
project that exacerbates differentiation, breaking society into separate, unrelated, 
foreign groups, and bringing it to find with difficulty, in the absence of reciproc-
ity, of an albeit minimal platform of shared values, cohesion and integration. 
The type of society that multiculturalism proposes seems that of a society de-
signed to reach a state of maximum differentiation, incapable of balancing diffe-
rentiation and connection, disordered, no longer “system”, that is, that state of 
irrelation between different, culturally connoted members, which should be 
avoided by systems, any system, natural or social, identifying itself with the limit 
of order and governability. 

From an empirical point of view, in contexts that are oriented towards the 
policies of identity, albeit in a more or less faithful way to the doctrine of multi-
culturalist models, without making enough attention to reciprocity, some signs 
which show dissonance with respect to the multiculturalist premises and prom-
ises of ensuring social cohesion and peace, seem to lead to seriously consider this 
risk. The many forms of Islamic radicalism, the many populisms, the many signs 
of xenophobia and nationalist extremism, seem to constitute the disturbing signs 
of that differentiation excess, of that short-circuit of relationships among cultur-
al groups, effective to separate, estrange and oppose them, that normative mul-
ticulturalism, as it has been formulated, institutionalizes. 

Just in the context of Complexity, the reference to inter-cultualism, as new 
governamentality approach for living together, in “difference” and with differ-
ences, not side by side, as equals in dignity, can gain a deeper sense. 

Against the backdrop of old and always renewed dilemmas of a difficult re-
conciliation between community and individual, freedom and belonging, Faith 
and Reason, tradition and modernity, inter-culturalism shows potentialities that 
go beyond the limits shown by the previous formulas,, avoiding, on the one 
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hand, mono-culturalism risks, and, on the other hand, that social balkanization 
that not resolve conflicts but rather compromises peace and social integration. 

In conclusion, taking into account, on the one hand, the need to form a na-
tional liberal conscience as underlying condition for the recognition of individ-
ual universal rights, through scholastic and juridical inclusion, and, on the other 
hand, the need of a cautious recognition of collective rights that is not only es-
tablished on principle, against any evaluation whatsoever (in fact, one thing is 
recognition of places of worship or special cemetery departments, recognition of 
significant religious festivity and work permits for worship practices, support for 
food codes and practices of slaughtering animals, another thing is the recogni-
tion of faith schools or of Sharia courts), inter-culturalism allows us to reconcile 
integration, cohesion and diversity, by repairing the relational short-circuit 
among identity differences where implicit essentialism and axiological relativism 
of the multiculturalist integration model lands. And it can do so, not merely be-
cause it admits the creation of civic, public, dialogic space, but above all because 
it anchors the possibility and resolution of dialogue to that criterion of mutual 
compliance to the inalienable trans-cultural principle of human dignity that 
comes first, before any reason without faith, that impoverishes and empties rea-
son itself of any humanism, and before any faith that prevails on reason and 
discolors it into violence. By this criterion orienting dialogue, balancing the rela-
tionships, we can try to lay the foundations for good praxis and good mul-
ti-ethnic society. 
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