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Résumé: Une approche de la légitimation du multiculturalisme comme modèle de l’identité
nord°américaine. Pour répondre à la question „Quels changements pour le multicultu-
ralisme?” deux aspects importants du processus de légitimation sont pris en compte: le passage
du multiculturalisme critique radical que l’on a accusé de „balkaniser” l’Amérique à
l’absorbtion néo°libérale du multiculturalisme reconverti en modèle identitaire américain en
phase avec le monde du XXIe siècle et, aussi, les transformations apportées au multiculturalisme
par l’influence conjuguée de diverses tendances locales et internationales: le nouvel ordre
mondial, la mondialisation, la guerre contre le terrorisme, l’ascension du néoconservatisme.
Cette deuxième étape concerne en principal une variante soft du multiculturalisme et son
assimilation par le pluralisme culturel avec son aboutissement que Hart et Negri décrivent
comme „l’empire” de l’époque de la globalisation. 

Keywords: multiculturalism, subject positionality, diversity / difference, the ethics of
cultural identity, exceptionalism.

Multiculturalism is a protean concept, much used and abused, defined in different ways
and serving different purposes in different places, seemingly exhausted in some parts of the
world, especially in the U.S., while in full process of legitimization in others, such as Eastern
Europe.1 My inquiry into the ups and downs of Multiculturalism’s legitimizing process will
target U.S. culture mainly because of Multiculturalism’s unique American association with
identity politics and the exceptional role it played in the subversion and transformation of 
the cultural legacy of Eurocentrism, which made of that process, as a historian so aptly put
it, “one of the most important and tumultuous intellectual movements of the postwar era”
(Powell 2000: 152).

To answer the question raised in the title, “What happened to Multiculturalism?” I address
two important aspects of the dynamics of the legitimizing process: first, the shift from the
radicalism of a so°called “critical,” “insurgent,” or “strong” multiculturalism, blamed for the
“Balkanization” of America, to neo°liberalism’s appropriation of multiculturalism and its
repackaging as a U.S. model of identity for the 21st century; and second, the changes undergone
by multiculturalism under the combined effects of such domestic and international
developments as the new world order, globalization, the war against terror and the resurgence
of neo°conservatism under the Bush administration. This second aspect refers mainly to the
“taming” of multiculturalism and to its fatal limits, pointing beyond multiculturalism to the
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postethnic, cosmopolitan identities of the globalized world or the hybrid identities of
“multitude” in Hardt and Negri’s “Empire.”2

Ushered in by the social and political activism of the 1960s, grounded in the European
post°structuralism of the 1970s emphasizing representation, difference, otherness, power and
discourse, Multiculturalism sprouted within the academy and, in the mid 1980s, erupted in
the students’ protests on university campuses nation°wide, from Stanford to Yale, generating
a long series of culture wars over notions of identity politics, common culture, multicultural
education, political correctness, affirmative action and crisis in representation. Multi-
culturalism’s legitimizing process was slow and the term itself emerged in public culture only
in the early 1990s (Glazer 1997: 7–8). Starting with Arnold Bloom’s The Closing of the
American Mind in the late 1980s, political and religious conservatism launched a fierce attack
against insurgent multiculturalism which, in their opinion, threatened to de°westernize
American education and to Balkanize and “disunite” America (Schlesinger). This strong, critical
Multiculturalism legitimized itself by addressing the “unequal distribution of power in society”
and by analyzing “how cultural divisions are constructed historically through racist policies
or other institutionalizations of oppression” (Jay 1997: 104), in short, by grounding identity
politics in the principles of equal rights and opportunities. Metaphorically describing the
question of race as “the wound in all American dreams” (1995: 27), Gitlin acknowledges in
his Twilight of Common Dreams that despite its essentialist emphasis on the differences of
class°race°gender, Multiculturalism highlights the “coloring of America” (1995: 107) and the
centrality of race as a category of analysis in American culture. Multiculturalism legitimized
itself also and foremost as an educational reform which resulted in wider access to education,
curricular reforms, canon revisions, a new pedagogy and the rise of new academic fields such
as cultural studies, ethnic studies and queer studies.

After the collapse of communism, the new role the US was called upon to perform in an
increasingly changing world, the rapid pace of globalization, the new permeability of borders,
the flows of people and the threat of international terrorism required a redefinition of America’s
being in the world while challenging the master narratives of U.S. isolationism and
exceptionalism.

Between the two extremes of a critical and a neo°liberal multiculturalism, under the
mounting evidence of the gradual disappearance of the white majority by 2050, the growing
diversity of the country, and the attempts to reconceptualize America, the multiculturalist
critique of American democracy in the 90s reflected two main tendencies: first, the
re°location of American identity in the context of globalization and the “browning of America”
(Mukharjee 1997: 475), beyond ethnicity (Sollors), in a post°white (Fox), post°race (Darder
and Torres), post°ethnic America, “a site for transnational affiliations” (Hollinger 2005: 15)
and cosmopolitan identities (Mihæilæ); and second, the mainstreaming of multiculturalism and
its appropriation by official discourse. As Hollinger observes in the “Postface” to the 2005
edition of his book Post°Ethnic America: Beyond Multiculturalism: “The multiculturalism of
the 90s carried the deeply anti°individualist, anti°voluntarist expectation that individuals would
naturally accept the cultural, social, and political habits popularly ascribed to their
communities of descent, rather than make their own associations to the extent that their
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life°circumstances permitted choices” (2005: 219). His solution against such expectation is
an ethical one: “affiliation by revocable consent” (Jay 1997: 219–220). Gregory Jay too
embraces the ethical approach in identitarian discourse when he cautions that “multiculturalism
should be understood as an ethical matter” (1997: 8). Beyond being a question of identity
politics, multiculturalism should also raise ethical questions, for, as Levinas would put it, the
dignity of the self resides in one’s sense of moral responsibility to and for “the other”:

Between the one that I am and the other for whom I answer gapes a bottomless
difference, which is also the non°indifference of responsibility, significance of
signification, irreducible to any system whatsoever. Non°in°difference, which is the very
proximity of one’s fellow, by which is profiled a base of community between one and
the other, unity of the human genre, owing to the fraternity of men. (Levinas 2003: 6)

As the 1990s were coming to a close, neo°liberalism appropriated and reconstructed
multiculturalism by resuscitating the idea of a civic nation and a common culture which have
always been pluralist and which would hopefully form the foundation of a new national
consensus for the 21st century. Packaged as an exceptionalist version of American identity for
the globalized world of the 21st century, multiculturalism lost much of its political edge and
was assimilated successfully by public discourse in the U.S. and across the world. Jay calls
it a “pluralistic multiculturalism,” that “emphasizes the characteristics of individual cultures
rather than stressing the social or political relationships between them” (Jay 1997: 104). 

And yet, in the last few years, more precisely after 9/11, multiculturalism has been more
and more seldom mentioned as a model of cultural identity, and then, in most cases, only to
point out and go beyond its limitations. The limitations refer mainly to the handling of otherness
and the tyranny of “difference” imposed by critical multiculturalism, which inevitably led to
essentialist definitions of identity and a Balkanized version of the United States within the
contours of the nation. Even the new concerns with U.S. imperialism at the beginning of the
1990s (See Kaplan and Pease, eds.) had as ultimate target the way in which imperialist relations
of oppression and subordination outside the US borders were reproduced within the country’s
borders by the marginalization of whole categories of people discriminated against on the basis
of their difference. As one of the advocates of cosmopolitanism observed, in its oppositional
critique of democracy, Multiculturalism’s identity politics was “trapped in the epistemology
of nationhood with its either/or categories … and its tendencies to essentialist definitions of
identity” corresponding to rigid categories based on difference of race, gender, ethnicity and
sexual orientation (Beck 2004: 446). The suggested image is that of a Balkanized America
of separate groups of individuals which at best can “engage in ‘dialogue’ with one another
‘across frontiers’” (Beck 2004: 447). 

The current opening of American Studies to internationalization and trans° and post°national
approaches as well as the unsatisfactory answers to the question of agency provided by the
identity politics of critical Multiculturalism have called for a revision of the way in which
difference and its relation to diversity is understood. 
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Stuart Hall launched an early call for re°theorizing “difference.” Taking the case of ethnicity,
he argued that the “grounding of ethnicity in difference” empowered the discourse of racism,
which used the emphasis on difference as “a means of disavowing the realities of racism” and,
at the same time, it affected the discourse of anti°racism negatively, for, in response, “the politics
of anti°racism has often constructed itself in terms of a contestation of multi°ethnicity or
multi°culturalism” (Hall 2006: 202). In his attempt to re°theorize difference, Hall distinguishes
between two kinds of “difference”: one, which divides and gives rise to “a radical and
unbridgeable separation” and another one, which is “positional, conditional and conjunctural.”
(Hall 2006: 202) He compares the latter with Derrida’s différance, but cautions that in order
“to maintain a politics,” this kind of difference “cannot be defined exclusively in terms of an
infinite sliding of the signifier” (202). Relating ethnic identity to the positionality of the subject
and the “subjective sense of who we are,” Hall excludes the hegemonic conception of identity
that fetishizes cultural difference, as in the case of Multiculturalism’s identity politics, and posits
a project of “decoupling” ethnicity from its definition grounded in a divisive concept of
difference, as in the dominant discourses of “nationalism, imperialism, racism and the state”: 

We all speak from a particular place, out of a particular history, out of a particular
experience, a particular culture, without being contained by that position…We are all,
in that sense, ethnically located and our ethnic identities are crucial to our subjective
sense of who we are. But…this is not an ethnicity which is doomed to survive, as
Englishness was, only by marginalizing, dispossessing, displacing and forgetting other
ethnicities. This precisely is the politics of ethnicity predicated on difference and
diversity. (Hall 2006: 202)

Hall’s argument in favor of a “positional, conditional and conjunctural” difference and a
new nexus between difference and diversity informing his idea of “a non°coercive” and “a more
diverse” concept of ethnicity (Hall, 2006: 202) has opened a series of debates over the
normative, ascribed, essential identities of the multiculturalist model, which introduced the
idea of choice, performance and fluidity in the definition of cultural identities. Predicated on
positionality and looked at from an ethical perspective, cultural identities tend to become what
Hollinger defines as ethnoracial affiliations by revocable consent or what other theorists like
Appiah, Benhabib or Amy Gutmann describe as “descent°defined solidarities, not as natural
consequences of human difference but in their capacity as chosen instruments for political action
and social support”3 (Hollinger 2005: 220).

Starting from the ever more evident limitations of multiculturalism and the excessive
concerns of the 1990s with reconceptualizing identity, in two of his recently published books,
The Shape of the Signifier (2004) and The Trouble with Diversity (2006), Walter Benn Michaels
too addresses the issues of subject positionality, diversity/difference and the ethics of cultural
identity. He grounds his argument in the critique of the 1990s identitarian cultural politics and
its reductive “commitment to the subject position” (Michaels 2004: 40), concluding that by
essentializing subject positionality, identity politics results in “the disarticulation of difference
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from disagreement” (Michaels 2004: 30); it renders disagreement, “ideologies” and “beliefs”
practically impossible:

The alternative to difference of opinion is difference in point of view (or
perspective or subject position). The point of the appeal to perspective is that
eliminates disagreement – to see things differently because we see from different
perspectives (through different eyes, from different places) is to see the same thing
differently but without contradiction; if I see something from the front and think that
it looks black, and you think it looks white from the back, we do not disagree. (Michaels
2004: 31) 

Disagreement and ideological differences are therefore replaced with cultural differences;
the questions of inequality and politics as such, are either ignored or avoided. Multiculturalism’s
emphasis on “difference,” just like the liberal celebration of “diversity,” creates a deceptive
image of social justice; it obliterates inequalities – especially the economic divide, it makes
them acceptable. As Michaels argues in The Trouble with Diversity, “…our commitment to
diversity has redefined the opposition to discrimination as the appreciation (rather than the
elimination) of difference. So with respect to race, the idea is not just that racism is a bad thing
(which of course it is) but that race itself is a good thing” (Michaels 2006: 5). 

From an ethno°racial standpoint, claiming the need for a new cultural politics of
difference to stimulate agency, Thomas West favors “a multi°critical rhetoric of difference”
to replace liberal, tamed multiculturalism. Such rhetoric of difference should “inquire 
into genealogies of difference” or “the historical production of cultural difference” (West 
2002: 7). Along similar lines, San Juan, rejecting the ”model°minority myth” that “reduces
diverse individuals into one classified, sanitized, uniform ‘minority’” as it sets up “one
racialized group against another”(San Juan 2002: 103), is also critical of “the current multi-
culturalist orthodoxy” which “elides … the history of the struggles of people of color” and
“fetishizes and commodifies others” (San Juan 2002: 7).

Between the two extremes of too°much and not°enough emphasis on ethno°racial
difference, a significant limitation of multiculturalism’s oppositional critique of American
exceptionalism/democracy has been caused by the absence of class as a category of cultural
analysis, notwithstanding the significance of class in the race°class°gender triad of difference.
The failure to address class as a category that actually cuts across all other differences may
well reflect the enduring exceptionalist belief that the United States is a middle°class or even
a classless society.4

By the dawn of the millennium, Multiculturalism had become more and more evidently
synonymous with cultural pluralism in a multiethnic society. Apparently, this was a taming
process, but one which actually led to a new kind of legitimization. Mainstreamed by the
neo°liberal official discourse at the end of the 90s, pluralist multiculturalism was presented
as a model of identity that the United States, which Appadurai once so inspiringly called the
world’s “cultural laboratory,” tested for the globalized world of the 21st century. This new
“pluralist multiculturalism” legitimized by the grand narrative of US exceptionalism is in its
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turn a validation of exceptionalism, concealing rather than disclosing power structures in culture
and society.5

The revival of exceptionalism and the idea of “a good Empire” in the neoconservative
discourse of recent years empower this weak, pluralist multiculturalism, projecting it into the
future. Admitting that classic empires have always been multicultural, what would be the fate
of multiculturalism in the empire of the globalization age, provided there will be such a thing
as an empire in the globalization age, and the US will be closely connected to it. 

Making the distinction between empires and Empire, between imperialist and imperial, Hart
and Negri define (global) Empire as a new form of sovereignty and legality in the globalization
age, “a network power,” having as its “nodes” such elements as “the dominant nation°states
along with supranational institutions, major capitalist corporations, and other powers”
(2004: xi). Unlike classic empires, Empire is “deterritorialized” (Guattari) and “decentered”: 

In contrast to imperialism, Empire establishes no territorial center of power and does
not rely on fixed boundaries or barriers. It is a decentered and deterritorializing apparatus
of rule that progressively incorporates the entire global realm within its open, expan-
ding frontiers. Empire manages hybrid identities, flexible hierarchies, and plural
exchanges through modulating networks of command. (2000: xii)

Though it fails to identify with it, the U.S. is given special attention within Empire, being
placed “at the pinnacle,” in a position similar to its place in today’s world, “a privileged position
in the global segmentations and hierarchies of Empire” (2000: 384). Moreover, the history of
Empire goes back to the American Revolution, in that Empire takes as its model American
constitutionalism with its inclusive concept of sovereignty, “with its tradition of hybrid identities
and expanding frontiers” (2000: xv). In their inquiry into the fate of democracy in the
globalization age Hardt and Negri claim that Empire opens the road to perfect democracy, for
the communication networks that annihilate national borders and escape national control while
creating the possibility of control over the dynamics of global capital, also create a new political
subject, the multitude, endowed with “the decision°making ability in common” as well as with
“autonomy” and “capacities for…self°organization” that make absolute democracy possible
(Hardt and Negri 2004: 340). Unlike the idea of the people, which emphasizes unity, reducing
diversity to a single identity, or that of the masses, implying an “indistinct, uniform
conglomerate” in which “all differences are submerged and drowned” (2004: xiv) the multitude
of hybrid and extremely mobile subjects represents “an open and expansive network in which
all differences can be expressed freely and equally, a network that provides the means of
encounter so that we can work and live in common” (2004: xiv). 

Both the existence of the multitude as a network allowing for mobile, hybrid identities and
the existing differences within the network indicate pluralist multiculturalism as a condition
of the new democracy. If such a project for democracy ever comes true, Multiculturalism’s
legitimizing process, despite its ups and downs, or rather because of them, will paradoxically
provide a main avenue for reconfirmation of America’s enduring exceptionalism by keeping
alive its founding principles in the globalization age. 
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WORKS CITED

1 In Australia and Canada it came into wide governmental use in the 1970s, designating a politics of recognition
of the cultural rights and identities of various ethnic minority groups. 

2 Sections of this article include material from my article “The Taming of Multiculturalism: From Balkanization
to Empire” (Mihæilæ 2007).

3 See Kwame Anthony Appiah, The Ethics of Identity (2005); Seyla Benhabib, The Claims of Culture: Equality and
D iversity in the Global Era (2002); Amy Gutmann, Identity and Democracy (2003). 

4 Some of the few exceptions in this area of research are New Working°Class Studies. Ed. by John Russo and Sherry
Lee Linkon (Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 2005) and Janet Zand, Hands: Physical Labor, Class, and Cultural
Work (Rutgers University Press, 2004). 

5 Macmillan English Dictionary defines “multiculturalism” as “the belief and practice of giving equal importance
to each of the different cultures in a society.” There is a close resemblance with the definition of “pluralism”, which
is, in the general sense, the recognition of diversity, “the idea that people can and should live together without
fighting, despite differences in race, religion, culture, politics, etc.” (Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced
Learners of American English, 2002).
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