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Minority cultural claims and political voice (drafty draft, not for citation or judgement) 

Patti Tamara Lenard, Graduate School of Public and International Affairs, University of 

Ottawa (an institution proudly in the news this week, because a professor used the N-word in 

class AND because one of our emeriti appears to be hosting and cultivating Russian 

disinformation on his website) 

Dear ECPR political theory workshoppers:   

I am writing, with Peter Balint, a book for the OUP Debating Ethics series (due on December 

15), called Debating Multiculturalism, and I am “pro” (as befits a Canadian).  I have only 

25K words to make my positive case.  I have included the introduction to my section below, 

as well as chapters 4 and 5.  I had thought I might include my theoretical infrastructure also, 

but that made my paper too long for a seminar like this.  So, let me just say, I defend 

multiculturalism from the perspective of a broad understanding of political inclusion, which 

includes formal political rights, robust representation, substantive access to political spaces, 

and respect/recognition.  The two chapters here are those that defend multicultural rights that 

appear to support/protect/permit/encourage cultural preservation, so they perhaps are (for 

those of you are not as persuaded by the value of multiculturalism) the most controversial.  I 

have proceeded (at the publisher’s request) by example.  I welcome literally all comments, 

from the “this is stupid/bad/poorly argued/structured” to the “wouldn’t a better example be?” 

to whatever really.  (This is probably too much to ask, but were any of you available to read 

the full chunk, I’d welcome that very much, really truly, and be more than happy to repay the 

favour at any point.  What you have here is half the manuscript, so you’re half way there! 

Anyone?)  

Patti, Canadian-multiculturalist 
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Introduction 

Nearly 30 years after political theory demonstrated the importance of being attentive to the 

rights of cultural minorities, cultural minorities continue to struggle to have their rights 

respected in democratic states.  Rather than easily accepting the importance of 

accommodating the cultural practices, norms and values that travel with the immigration they 

claim to welcome and depend on, many states continue to defend and erect roadblocks to 

their integration, including for example in the form of newly adopted citizenship tests, and 

more robust language competency requirements.  Cultural minorities must still fight to be 

included on equal terms in all of the dominant structures of liberal democratic societies: they 

remain under-represented in the political sphere; they remain under-paid for equivalent work 

in the economic sphere; and segregation of communities, some willful, persists. 

In some ways, the status of cultural minorities is worse now than it was when political 

theorists first raised questions about how best to tackle the ways in which the supposedly 

neutral state imposed its norms and values on newcomers, demanding that they assimilate in 

order to gain access to its coveted goods.  Today’s climate is one in which political leaders 

across democratic countries have recognized the value in courting an anti-immigrant vote and 

in publicly challenging the view that cultural diversity is among the strengths of liberal 

democratic states, and instead issue dire warnings about the dangers posed by immigrants 

flooding borders, bent on undermining liberal democratic values (Brock 2020).  The results, 

on the lives of cultural minorities, are damaging and, in some cases, devastating: not only 

have democratic countries made it harder than ever for immigrants to gain entry to their 

states, many have created discursive space for the expression of violent and hateful views.  

As a result, rates of discrimination and racism against cultural minorities remain high across 

liberal democratic states (Quillian et al. 2019), and are raising in many (Moreau 2020; Hassan 
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2019), and far-right nationalist networks are endorsing and celebrating the carrying out of 

violence against them (Weinberg and Assoudeh 2018). 

Now, more than ever, it is important for liberal democratic states to reiterate and substantiate 

their commitment to the cultural minorities that call them home.  This commitment can be 

demonstrated in many ways, and in my view one important way is by defending a robust 

multiculturalism, the view that cultural minorities, as individuals and as groups, are entitled 

to a wide range of differentiated rights in liberal democratic states.  Differentiated rights are 

rights that granted to individuals, and sometimes groups, but not others in general.  They are 

granted on the basis of a range of characteristics, and in what follows I will defend the 

granting of differentiated rights to individuals and groups based on their cultural identities. I 

argue that a robust defense of multiculturalism, that is, a defense of differentiated rights based 

on minority cultural identities, is best founded on a commitment to political inclusion. 

In what follows, I offer a full-throated defense of multiculturalism in liberal democratic 

states.  In my view, nearly all multicultural claims warrant recognition by the state, by which 

I mean that nearly all of them are entitled to robust protection by the state.  The claims that 

cultural minority groups raise have multiple defenses – sometimes they are defended for the 

ways in which they protect fair equality of opportunity and others times for the ways in which 

they support historical reparation.  I use the lens of “political inclusion”, with a focus on 

voice, to defend multicultural claims.  Where a particular claim supports the capacity of 

minority cultural groups – whether immigrant or long-standing to have their voice heard in 

public spaces – I argue it must be respected.   

My argument proceeds as follows: in the first chapter, which begins below, I give an account 

of culture, followed by an account of a voice-centric account of political inclusion.  In 

chapter 2, I show how a range of cultural claims can be defended best by the role they play in 
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securing political inclusion.  In chapter 3, I respond to the worry that, if all of these varied 

multicultural claims are accommodated, then there will be no room for the justified 

production and support for a shared public culture. I argue, instead, that there is much rich 

content on which an inclusive public culture can draw, and outline it in some detail. In 

chapter 4, I tackle the trickiest of multicultural claims – those that demand state resources to 

preserve cultures.  I focus on three cases – public support for ethnically-exclusive 

organizations, culturally separate schools, and Indigenous self-determination – to argue that 

cultural preservation claims are generally defensible from within a political inclusion 

framework.  In chapter 5, however, I consider claims made by cultural groups that aim to 

separate rather than integrate, which demand non-interference rather than state support as do 

the groups I consider chapter 4.  Here, I suggest that although the groups in question are 

focused on segregation and isolation from the larger community, a focus on spirit of political 

inclusion can guide us in responding to their claims.  Even in these cases, political inclusion 

has specific recommendations which I outline. 
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Chapter 4: Cultural preservation and multicultural accommodation 

In chapter 2, I defended most major clusters of cultural rights from the perspective of a voice-

centric account of political inclusion.  There, however, I did not consider claims for “cultural 

preservation”, that is, claims made by cultural minority groups to preserve their culture in 

ways that often look like the separation and isolation that critics of multiculturalism decry.  

These claims are the subject of this chapter, and my thesis is this simple one: nearly all claims 

for cultural preservation ought to be accommodated, because they too serve the goal of a 

voice-centric understanding of political inclusion.  In the space allocated, I cannot defend 

every such case, and so I proceed by showing that three major cases of “segregation,” 

justified with respect to some form of cultural preservation, are intimately connected to 

securing political inclusion over the long term.  These are public support for ethnically 

exclusive organizations, culturally specific schools, and the revitalization of Indigenous self 

determination.  This chapter proceeds by example, so should not be taken as a full and 

complete defense of all arguments that are offered in favour of cultural preservation – rather, 

the chapter’s objective is to show how attention to political inclusion will shape the 

appropriate response to these claims, and offer, I hope, a guide to considering future cases in 

a like manner.  A premise of this chapter is, of course, that we should take cultural 

preservation claims seriously, rather than reject them out of turn as incompatible with the 

integration of cultural minorities, including immigrant minorities.  In all of the cases I 

examine, I shall suggest that cultural preservation is a key ingredient to protecting proper 

political inclusion, and for that reason deserves public support. 

Why are cultural preservation rights so controversial? 

Among multicultural rights, rights justified in terms of the importance of preserving, and in 

some cases reinvigorating, culture are among the most controversial.  Why is this?  In general 



6 
 

terms, the worry is that if accepted, cultural preservation rights manifest in a range of policies 

that appear to support the separation of cultural groups from the larger society.  They include, 

in particular, policies that permit the self-government of minority groups; culturally specific 

educational spaces; tax-payer support for “ethnic organizations” of various kinds, including 

ethnic language media and community centres; language support policies, including those 

that fund the education of minority languages in public schools, and those that require public 

signage to be in a particular minority language. 

When political actors proclaimed that multiculturalism had failed, one key factor was 

repeatedly cited as evidence, namely, that immigrant minorities chose to live in segregated 

neighbourhoods, where they could effectively reproduce the communities they left behind, 

and so refused integration into the larger community. Rather than learn a new language and 

adopt new values, they chose to construct residential spaces in which they could comfortably 

continue to speak “ethnic” languages, and abide by community norms and values that had 

travelled with them, rather than those that characterized their host country.  A host of 

problems allegedly ensued, including low rates of competence in the national language(s), 

low educational success among children and poor economic integration among adults, and 

the propagation of world views apparently steeped in sexism and misogyny. 

The objections run through something like “values” – the values that allegedly that travel 

with some cultures are such that they discourage integration into, and in some cases 

encourage hatred of, liberal democratic societies.  These objections are often infused with 

hostility towards cultural difference in general, and those who express them are (sometimes 

fairly) accused of discrimination and stereotyping of cultural minorities.  But underneath the 

frequently-problematic way in which these worries about integration are expressed there lies 

a legitimate worry about what ultimately binds citizens in diverse states, as I articulated in 

chapter 3.  The worry in other words is that acknowledging cultural difference, and 
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permitting it to flourish with the use of public funds, will somehow undermine the collective 

project in which democracies are engaged.  It will do so by providing space for cultural 

groups to protect and preserve values that are inimical to the broader integration of their 

members, and so will in fact create and encourage ethnic segregation. 

Among those of who have resisted treating residential clustering as a signal that 

multiculturalism has failed, many argued that the structural conditions – that is the systemic, 

institutional, racism – that characterize host states ought to take at least some responsibility 

for the fact of residential clustering.  That is to say, no one suggests that there is not 

widespread clustering of immigrant and non-immigration ethnic groups.  At issue instead is 

the cause of such clustering, and whether it manifests a desire among newcomers to resist 

integration, resistance that is abetted by the granting of multicultural rights, or whether the 

cause was rather political, economic and social institutions that are problematically 

exclusionary in ways that make them inaccessible to newcomers on fair terms, an 

exclusionary tendency that is on the contrary eased by the appropriate adoption of 

multicultural policies.  My view, as readers will know by now, is that cultural claims ought to 

be accommodated where they are connected fundamentally to political inclusion, that is, 

where they give greater voice to cultural minorities. 

As I noted in the introduction above, one set of anxieties around the preservation of culture 

has to do with the ways in which, if culture is preserved, integration of minorities is allegedly 

stalled, along standard measures of integration, focused on language learning, as well as 

educational success and economic self-sufficiency.  I aim to refute this claim by focusing on 

a range of examples in which cultural groups demand public support to preserve culture.  But 

the point is to show that preservationist arguments cannot simply be rejected on the grounds 

that they contribute to segregation or isolationism of minority groups: many, if not most, of 
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them are responding to political exclusion and its impact on cultural minorities, and in turn 

support the objectives of political inclusion. 

Public support for ethnic organizations 

One controversial way in which cultural groups aim to sustain themselves over time is via the 

creation and sustaining of ethnically-exclusive organizations; there are Korean and Ethiopian 

churches, and Belarusian and Indonesian associations, and so on. An ethnically-exclusive 

organization is one that caters to the interests of, or offers services to, a particular ethnic 

population; sometimes they are directed at achieving goals, other times at celebrating 

holidays together, and other times at organizing collaborative activities like book clubs or 

cooking classes that are “ethnically” appropriate. They are often directed at sustaining 

connections to sending communities, and often at supporting the migration of additional 

members of the ethnic group.  One marker of a multicultural state, for example as defined by 

the Multicultural Policy Index we described in the introduction, is that it supports – 

financially – key ethnic organizations.  It is of course true that in a democratic state, citizens 

may freely associate in communities of various kinds, including those that cater to ethnic 

identities in particular, but what is controversial here is the financial contribution of the 

central state to organizations that, allegedly, support and encourage cultural preservation. To 

borrow language from the social capital literature, some worry that ethnic organizations 

support only bonding among members of cultural groups, rather than bridging between 

cultural groups and the larger community (Putnam 2007; Forbes 2009). That is, critics of 

ethnic organizations suggest that newcomers should be discouraged from forming and 

sustaining an “ethnic community”, which in their view promotes isolation and discourages 

political integration in general.  Because such organizations are ethnically-exclusive, 

moreover, and so not open to all citizens, they ought not to be entitled to tax-payer support.  

However, support for these latter worries is largely absent.   
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Rather, a significant body of social science literature suggests links between engagement in 

ethnic associations and measures of political integration, including high rates of political 

trust, willing compliance with democratic norms and values, and political participation in the 

form of both voting and more robust activism (Tillie 2004). The organization itself need not 

be focused on political objectives specifically in order to observe this effect, moreover (Tillie 

2004, 536–37).  The explanation is the standard one offered in discussions of social capital.  

Social capital refers to the networks of connections and relations among individuals, which 

generate shared values and norms, which in turn facilitate cooperation among them, thus 

permitting them to achieve shared goals (Hooghe 2007).  But, there is more to the story that 

this: those who work in collaborative settings to achieve shared objectives, also gain a set of 

skills that can be deployed elsewhere.  That is to say, participation in community ethnically-

centred organizations supports the development of the skills needed to participate in politics 

more widely.  Ethnic organizations may sometimes operate in isolation, but the more robust 

and established of them will be embedded in a network of organizations (some of which are 

also ethnically-based) and these connections will support further the development of 

collaborative relations that can translate into specific connections in and interactions with the 

larger political space (Tillie 2004; van Heelsum 2005). 

There are three additional observations to make about ethnic organizations. First, typically, 

their origin is in immigration, that is, they emerge where immigration from a particular ethnic 

group is substantial, and they emerge to cater to their various ethnically-specific needs.  Thus, 

the barrier to entry to these organizations is lower than it is for other organizations; joining 

such organizations will be natural for many newcomers, who will thereby gain social 

connections who can provide multiple practical resources (how to find housing and 

employment for example, and where to register to vote), as well as emotional support during 

the early difficult stages of migration. Especially in communities where discrimination 
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persists, immigrants will find it easier and more comfortable to join ethnic organizations than 

they will to join organizations with broader mandates and membership (Myrberg 2011, 102).   

Second, as they grow, in membership as well as in terms of their objectives, such 

organizations become able to integrate newcomers into a larger political system, by 

furnishing essential political skills to them, and by highlighting where current political 

deliberations are of relevance to their membership in particular (Galandini 2013).  As a result, 

such organizations are sometimes catered to, or recruited by, political actors keen to attract 

their votes or contributions to political activism (Myrberg 2011).  They are sources of group 

consciousness, and so serve as the basis for advocacy around issues of special relevance to 

the community (Galandini 2013).  As a whole, such ethnic organizations support political 

inclusion, both by encouraging the development of political skills and interests among 

members, and by drawing mainstream political attention to their priorities and perspectives. 

Participation in ethnic organizations does not translate into isolation and segregation, but 

rather acts a gateway to integration in general, and political participation understood broadly.  

As a result, multicultural states ought to actively support such organizations, since doing so 

will promote and protect the political inclusion of ethnic communities. 

Third, ethnically exclusive organizations often have communicative objectives.  For example, 

they aim to support and produce media – television, newspapers – in minority languages.  In 

defense of the claim for public support, advocates say that it is insufficient to make sure that 

voting material is available in minority languages, access to information about politics more 

generally ought to be made available in minority languages, via financial support to ethnic 

media organizations.  Ethnic, or multicultural, media provide essential information to citizens 

who do not speak the dominant languages and deserve material support to aid the delivery of 

this information to citizens who would otherwise be at risk of being cut off from the central 

and dominant political conversations in their state. Here, even among those who support the 
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provision of electoral materials in minority languages, some may object to the provision of 

more general resources, proposing instead that ethnic communities should manage this on 

their own, with support from those whom they serve.  At issue is whether such media are 

treated as offering an essential connection between minority language citizens and the 

majority, or whether they serve to perpetuate continued isolation of such communities. To 

take one example, here is the National Ethnic Press and Media Council of Canada, which 

represents 650 ethnic language publications, and over a 100 broadcasters in radio and 

television, in 60 languages, describing its remit: “a non-profit organization whose mission is 

to promote and integrate economic, social and culture interest of Ethnic communities into the 

mainstream of Canadian society” (National Ethnic Press and Media Council of Canada 

2012). This organization, and other similar umbrella organizations in Canada, have been 

especially vocal during the covid-19 crisis, arguing that they are the main source of up-to-

date health information for thousands of Canadians who require this to be provided in 

minority languages, and therefore are deserving of relief from the range of covid-19 relief 

bills that have been adopted (Howells 2020). 

Thus, such organizations merit central support for the ways in which they support and 

encourage, in particular, political inclusion, even as they create and support spaces in which 

ethnic groups can protect and promote their cultural practices and identities. 

Culturally-separate schools 

A second controversial way in which cultural groups aim to sustain themselves over time is 

by ensuring that their children are educated in the history and values of the group.  This 

education often happens at home, as families relate stories and celebrate holidays together.  

But, for some groups, this education also ideally transpires in culturally specific school 

settings, that is, in educational environments that are specifically shaped to ensure that the 
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history and values of a particular group or set of groups infuse the educational curriculum.  

So-called “separate schools” are one important cultural preservation mechanism, and many 

cultural groups demand support from the state in order to support the development and 

sustaining of such schools. I focus on a case study of the Africentric Alternative School 

(AAS) in Toronto, Canada, to argue that a commitment to political inclusion drives an 

obligation for multicultural states to support schools focused on cultural preservation. 

The Africentric Alternative School opened in 2012, as a public school in downtown Toronto, 

the most diverse city in Canada. “Public schools” in Canada are fully funded by the state, and 

are open to all students; this means that, although the school opened with the mission of 

supporting students from African and Caribbean backgrounds, all students are welcome to 

attend. The idea for a culturally-specific school emerged from a collaborative effort to 

confront lower educational success rates among Toronto’s African and Caribbean diasporic 

communities, measured according to school drop out rates and performance in standard 

testing.  A multi-year consultation among stakeholders produced a report that outlined the 

ways in which the standard curriculum failed to meet the culturally-specific needs of Black 

students, who in addition to being poorly served by the traditional curriculum, continued to 

face racism and violence at schools in ways that hindered their learning (Dragnea and Erling 

2008).  The curriculum adopted at the AAS teaches the same skills as is taught across 

Ontario, but makes a special effort to do so in ways that are more connected to the cultures 

and values of Black students.  Its objective, overall, is to support the development of agency 

among Black students, who will have the confidence and skills needed to effect real change 

in their own lives and the lives of their communities, which continue to suffer from the 

effects of racism and systemic discrimination.  The school writes of its mission: 

A comprehensive Africentric learning system is an essential and unique approach to 

educating students of African descent because it recognizes the impact of their history 
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and current reality of structural racism on their learning. Traditional educational models 

have not been colourblind and African Canadian youth and communities have paid a 

steep price for the illusion of inclusion (Levine-Rasky 2014, 204). 

The school is “decorated” in ways that emphasize Black contributions to Canadian and global 

history, for example. The school’s history curriculum includes a study of the histories and 

cultures of African minorities in Canada. One student described learning at the school as 

follows “It is like Black History month every month” (James et al. 2014). The school’s 

founders adopted seven principles to use as guidance, drawn from a wide range of African 

traditions, to match the diversity of student backgrounds: “Umoja, Kujichagulia, Ujima, Nia, 

Ujamaa, Imani, and Kuumba”, which are Swahili for “Unity, Self-determination, Collective 

Work and Responsibility, Purpose, Co-operative Economics, Faith, and Creativity.”   In 

keeping with the communal orientation of many Black communities, the school focuses on 

engaging parents and students in multiple ways, as partners in education. These guiding 

principles were selected to support connections between students with African backgrounds 

and “traditional African worldviews” (James et al. 2014).  The principles guide all aspects of 

running the school, including the curriculum and school-based activities, with the objective of 

“cultivating a space for the development of a positive Black identity” (James et al. 2014, 29). 

The proposal to open this school drew significant criticism from the Toronto community, 

arguing that it encouraged segregation and that “cultural specificity” has no real role to play 

in educational spaces.  The creation of separate school boards for diverse groups, said critics, 

encourages divisiveness rather than unity and tolerance among a multicultural student body. 

For example, the central claim of When Ways of Life Collide was that the Dutch pillarization 

model, which permitted separate schools for religious-cultural groups (and which thereby 

permitted the separate education of Muslims), was responsible for the widespread intolerance 

of Dutch citizens towards Muslims, and the ongoing exclusion of Muslims from educational 
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and employment opportunities (Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007). Some argued, 

additionally, that the dangers that plague de facto segregated schools in the United States 

loom large: the collection of low-income students into a school that will, in time, prove to be 

under-funded and ignored in ways that perpetuate rather than ameliorate unequal educational 

access and performance (Anderson 2010).  Moreover, said other critics, schools are not the 

right place for “cultural learning”, which should be left to families and communities, and 

have no place in public spaces that are meant to be open to all on equal terms. 

It is important to weigh these objections – of the danger of generating segregation, in part by 

creating the conditions in which sub-par investment in education of minorities is possible, 

and the claim that cultural learning is a private matter – against the stated objectives of the 

school, its mechanisms for achieving them, and the particular challenges it is aiming to 

overcome. Its particular focus was to improve the educational spaces for Black students, 

whose educational outcomes were lower on average than others, in part because of the risk of 

violence they faced in integrated schools and in part because of the systemic racism that 

continues to pervade them.  The mechanism for doing so is to create a culturally relevant 

environment, in which students can learn the standard set of skills that they need in order to 

be successful in the Canadian economic and political space, and in which they can develop 

the confidence they need in order to contribute effectively to it over the long term.  In other 

words, their objectives are aligned precisely with those supported by a focus on political 

inclusion: the cultural focus of the educational space supports the development of the 

capacities needed to access political spaces, and the confidence students need to do so.  One 

need not agree (although this author does) that the standard curriculum is Euro-centric, that is 

to say culturally infused with norms and values that emerge from the histories of European 

nations, to be convinced that the case for culturally-specific education can be valuable to 

students who are marginalized in so-called integrated educational spaces. 
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One general objection to this account of culturally specific schools is that, although my 

defense is credible, it does not generalize to the more familiar example of faith-based schools 

which, according to many critics, do in fact encourage and enforce separation from the larger 

political community. Many Muslim schools in the UK have for example faced criticism, for 

allegedly encouraging radicalism in part by relying too substantially on religious rather than 

secular texts (Richardson 2014). Such schools are alleged to encourage Muslim students to 

live parallel lives rather than to engage with secular Britons, and to promulgate various norms 

and values that are believed to be contrary to so-called “British values.”  Sensationalist 

reports occasionally emerge suggesting that many Muslim faith-based schools continued to 

insist on problematic segregation of girl and boy students (BBC News 2019), for example, 

suggesting to critics a failure to respect gender equality at the school level.  Separate 

complaints are launched at parents of Muslim children in secular schools who, for reasons of 

faith, request various forms of gender-specific education, including separate gym classes 

(Martin 2011). This objection may well have some validity in specific instances.   

However, it is crucial to avoid condemning the idea of culturally-specific schools in general 

terms, where it is clear that some are focused, as is the AAS, on responding to low 

educational outcomes among a population where, it is believed, that conventional schools are 

inadequate to cater to the population’s specific needs, especially in cases where minority 

students are victims of racism and violence, and subject to a curriculum from which they feel 

detached.  Many so-called faith-based schools, in other words, are responding to the same set 

of factors as is the AAS: the disconnect that minority students face in conventional schools, 

the violence and racism to which they may be subject therein, and the belief that a culturally-

appropriate environment can better support minority students to gain the skills they need.  In 

the British case, multiple so-called Muslim schools (as does the Africentric Alternative 

School) in fact focus on teaching the national curriculum in a culturally Islamic space (Shah 
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2012), with the objective of ensuring that students will emerge with the skills and confidence 

they need to engage in the larger economic and political spaces that, unfortunately, continues 

to stigmatize them.  They are defensible from the perspective of political inclusion, in other 

words. 

Indigenous self-determination 

Indigenous communities around the world demand the right of self-determination.  In these 

cases, although the right to self-determination claimed (and increasingly recognized) by 

Indigenous groups is very much like the one claimed by national minorities more generally, 

in the sense that it is a demand for Indigenous communities to live regulated by their “societal 

culture” i.e. to be able to run the full set of governance institutions for their communities, in 

ways that are consistent with their cultural norms and values, there are some notable 

differences suggesting that the right they claim should not be conflated with the right claimed 

by national minorities, especially those whose basic ways of life are in many ways the same 

as those of the dominant majority. 

First, Indigenous communities are in many cases not presently able to be fully self-

determining.  In nearly every country that is home to Indigenous peoples, they have been 

subject to assimilationist and genocidal policies intended to eradiate them, and in many cases 

continue to be threatened by them.  Decades of genocidal policies has weakened them 

substantially, such that any genuine effort to recognize their right to self-determination 

requires not simply “handing over the institutional reins”, as it does in the case of national 

minorities, but active and concerned support to rebuild both broken institutions and the 

capacities of Indigenous peoples to run them effectively – that is, to support the resurgence of 

Indigenous communities (Coulthard 2014). So, there are reasons of “corrective” or 

“reparative” justice to support the obligations that many states have towards Indigenous 
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peoples, which require them to take seriously the need for states to be partners in institutional 

rebuilding in Indigenous communities.   

Second, although it is common to say that Indigenous communities demand self-governance, 

this demand is a heterogeneous one; not all Indigenous communities want the same form of 

self-determination and as a result, states must negotiate separately with each Indigenous 

group to develop specific understandings of how this right can be met.  Indigenous 

communities differ with respect to their ways of life; their population; their resources, 

understood broadly; and, the extent to which their members aim to interact with the larger 

population, among many other things.  So, the “right to self-determination” demands of states 

that they are sensitive to the specific conditions faced by Indigenous communities, and 

moreover that they be led by each specific community in determining their specific needs. 

Notice, however, that the right to self-determination in the case of Indigenous peoples also 

travels with exemption demands.  Many Indigenous communities are defined by ways of life 

that are deeply connected to the land, and correspondingly their livelihood depends first, on 

sustaining the health of key natural resources, and second, often, on protecting their secure 

access to them, sometimes by denying others the right to access them (Moore 2015).  It is 

common for example to protect Indigenous access to fisheries or forests, as others (whose 

livelihood may also depend on them) are denied such access.  Protecting this access for 

Indigenous communities is especially controversial where the resource in question is at risk 

of becoming unsustainable, for example, in cases of legislation adopted to prevent over-

fishing, from which Indigenous communities – in the name of protecting their ways of life – 

are exempt.  

Indigenous communities demand another cultural right that requires special attention, 

namely, the right to exclude non-members, from territory and, where they apply, from the 
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benefits of membership.  For example, in some cases, Indigenous communities deny the right 

of non-Indigenous people – who have, perhaps, married an Indigenous person, where 

together they have chosen to live on Indigenous land – to vote in community elections.  In 

others, they attempt to deny non-Indigenous peoples, without familial relations, to live on 

their land.  The justification here is preservation of Indigenous culture, and the argument in 

favour of exclusion mirrors the arguments that states sometimes make to exclude migrants, 

whose cultural and religious values appear in tension with those that are dominant in the 

would-be host society.  Note that the analogy is largely imperfect, however, since in the 

Indigenous case, the claim is that Indigenous culture remains vulnerable in ways that may 

justify certain forms of exclusion, whereas it is widely agree that this additional 

“vulnerability” consideration is not available to diverse democratic, nation-states. 

This latter demand, to exclude, very likely merits support, on the grounds that the 

vulnerability of Indigenous communities is real, and created and perpetuated by the colonial 

governments that govern the territory on which they live.  The more general claim, that 

Indigenous communities are entitled to public support to revitalize their political 

communities, so that they can achieve self-determination, from which they can then fairly 

negotiate with colonial governments as equals, is one that is consistent with the objectives of 

political inclusion that I outlined earlier. 

Conclusion 

This chapter’s objective has to been to highlight that cultural preservation claims are often 

deeply connected to political inclusion, that is, they are demanded – and ought to be granted – 

on the grounds that their accommodation will generate more robust political inclusion.  As I 

noted earlier, some scholars find this way of thinking about cultural preservation claims 

counter-intuitive, suggesting that where cultures aim to preserve distinct aspects of their 
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identities and practices, is problematic for the isolation and exclusion that they inevitably 

generate.  This is the intuition that guides those who argue that the segregation, and the self-

segregation, of ethnic minorities can be traced to the adoption of multicultural policies. This 

intuition is felt especially strongly where cultural minorities are requesting public funds to 

preserve their cultural practices – why, say critics, should tax dollars support differentiated 

rights for individuals and groups?  I suggested, in this chapter, that the logic underpinning 

this sort of worry is incorrect.  For one thing, there is considerable evidence that the 

segregation of ethnic minorities – into enclaves that are relatively poorer – is the result of 

persistent discrimination by the majority community.  But this is tangential to my argument 

here, which is simply that in a vast number of cases, public support is requested for practices 

that, if permitted to persist, will serve the political inclusion objectives that ought to be at the 

heart of democratic politics. 
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Chapter 5: Non-interference and political inclusion 

Chapter 4 considered cases where accommodating cultural preservation claims supports 

political inclusion.  In the cases of ethnic organizations, culturally separate schools and 

Indigenous self-determination, the objective is manifestly to create the conditions under 

which minorities can learn and grow in environments in which they are comfortable, so that 

they are best able to engage constructively in the larger political and economic environments.  

The claim there was not that all ethnic organizations, or every separate school, ought to be 

supported, or even claim of Indigenous self-determination, on the grounds that they support 

political inclusion; rather, the claim was that they often do so, and that where they do so, 

multicultural states are obligated to support them.  So, in any individual case of a cultural 

group requesting support for a separate school, for example, there will be work to do to 

ensure that the objective of that school is to support inclusion rather than exclusion. 

However, not all arguments for cultural preservation are directed, even indirectly, at political 

inclusion.  On the contrary, some cultural groups make demands of the larger state, in support 

of cultural preservation, where the objective is plainly to preserve the group as a separate 

entity that remains, deliberately, at the sidelines of the larger community, interacting with it 

only when necessary (Spinner-Halev 1999).  They are, in Jeff Spinner-Halev’s words, partial 

citizens; they typically engage in some ways with the larger society, in particular by paying 

taxes in exchange for some key services, but by and large their attention is directed inward 

towards the sustaining of their community’s distinct way of life. These groups claim rights of 

non-interference, arguing that they should be left alone to live their lives as they see fit. In 

what follows, I examine the general request for non-interference, and then in some depth, two 

cases in which exemption requests are made in support of non-interference, from mandatory 

education.  In both cases, I argue that the majority’s response ought to be framed in terms of 

how best to keep opportunities for political inclusion open and available over the longer term.  
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In so doing, I argue for treating the host society as under an obligation to protect an 

actionable right to exit for members of these communities that wish to exit. I argue, as well, 

that a host community must proceed by protecting the basis for trust relations among 

culturally segregated groups and the majority community, on the grounds that this trust will 

sometimes be required to facilitate political cooperation in times of emergency.  To illustrate 

the latter, I examine the challenges faced in New York City as it combatted the spread of 

covid-19 in Orthodox Jewish communities.  

What is non-interference? 

Rights of non-interference are often demanded by minority cultural or religious groups that, 

at their core, aim to live a segregated, communal, life, regulated by their own values and 

norms.  These are “encompassing” communities, to borrow the language of Avishai Margalit 

and Joseph Raz (Margalit and Raz 1990).  Amish, Mennonite and Hutterite communities in 

the United States and Canada have requested non-interference rights of this kind, as have 

many Orthodox Jewish communities across North America and Israel. Generally, these are 

communities which support and sustain a range of institutional structures in which their 

members lives are lived in full: the community regulates their members educational, familial, 

and occupational lives.  Such communities are often fully communal in the sense that all 

major life events are regulated according to shared culturally norms and values, and 

expectations for members are set by the community and enforced often in rigorous ways.  

Often (but not always) property is owned in common. 

Groups like these “ignore the state” and aim to “simply live among themselves”, and 

although the separation between these groups and the larger state is incomplete, it is generally 

significant (Spinner-Halev 2000, 171). At least on its surface, the demand for non-

interference that such communities request is just that, a demand to be left alone by the 
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surrounding dominant community to run their affairs as they see fit. There is, says Spinner-

Halev, no real harm in accommodating these communities so long as the demands they make 

on the larger community are relatively minor; conflicts arise in cases where such 

communities make demands, sometimes significant, on the state, while refusing to accept the 

burdens that come with doing so. 

The choice by liberal democratic states to tolerate isolationist groups is largely historical: in 

many cases, such groups migrated from European countries, escaping religious persecution, 

and they were promised religious freedom in exchange for populating and settling into area of 

the country (the US and Canada) that needed taming, as part of the political expansionist 

objectives of leaders at the time (Kymlicka 1996). The toleration is uncomfortable, because 

they typically eschew liberal democratic values, and often look upon the larger community 

with disdain. Yet, some argue, such groups must be permitted to persist, either because their 

religious freedom requires protecting, or because welcoming states ought not to renege on 

agreements made in the past.  These reasons persist in being persuasive enough so long as 

these groups remain isolationist, and request only (or mainly) non-interference by the larger 

state in order to live according to the values they endorse.   

Non-interference and exemption requests 

However, although they are territorially concentrated, these preservationist communities are 

nevertheless embedded in larger democratic states, in ways that require at least some 

interaction between them.  A particular challenge is that in service of the non-interference 

that is said to be required for cultural preservation, some communities request exemptions 

from laws that are supposed to apply to all citizens. 

The exemption requests that they make are quite unlike those that I considered, and defended, 

in chapter 2.  There, I described exemption rights as those that are demanded by minority 
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groups, when particular norms or practices render access to key institutions unreasonably 

burdensome for them.  They are demanded on the grounds of fairness or equal access to 

social or economic goods.  

However, in the cases under consideration here, exemption rights are demanded by cultural 

groups in support of the more general demand for non-interference. The distinctive 

justifications are important to keep track of. In both cases, the motivation is a form of cultural 

preservation, either of a particular practice or the community as a whole.  But, in the former 

case, the objective is to secure access to the variety of goods offered in the dominant society, 

for which certain exemptions are requested, and in the latter, the exemptions are requested so 

that members are not required to access these goods by law. The exemptions are requested as 

protections from distinct threats: in the former case, the threat of unequal opportunity to 

access the goods offered by dominant society on fair terms, and in the latter case, the threat of 

community erosion in the face of dominant society.  Ultimately, then, the larger community 

may not simply leave such communities alone, they must actively make a choice about how 

to engage with them, and in particular whether and when to insist that they abide by laws 

intended to apply to all citizens equally.   

Notice, however, that where such demands are made in the name of cultural preservation, and 

where they are accommodated, they lead to, and sustain, separation.  In these cases, the 

defense I have offered in earlier chapters, that multicultural claims ought to be 

accommodated where they support political inclusion does not seem to apply.  On the 

contrary, the argument I have defended suggests that such demands ought not to be 

accommodated, at least not for the reasons I have offered. However, in what follows, and by 

again considering a series of cases, I shall show that a focus on political inclusion can 

nevertheless guide multicultural states with respect to the fair treatment of these 

communities. 
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Perhaps the most common case in political theory is of case of the Amish, an orthodox 

religious community, which lives communally at the edges of society, eschewing many 

aspects of modern society. Decades ago, the Amish in the United States requested that their 

children be exempted from mandatory education laws, that require students to be in school 

until they are 16 years old, asking that their children be permitted to leave school at 14. Their 

case focused on the worry that, absent this exemption, too many of their children would 

choose to leave the community and their culture would thereby be threatened (Burtt 1994). In 

this particular case, the US Supreme Court permitted the exemption, which persists, citing the 

historical commitments that had been made to the Amish community – in particular, a 

commitment to protecting their religious freedom (Callan 2006).  Defenders argued that 

parental autonomy permits making choices for children, including shaping their religious (or 

other) environment, so that they are more likely to choose to live a faithful (or other) life.  

But, critics suggested that the fact that children, educated to 16 years of age, were more likely 

to leave the community was a reason to refuse the exemption request: in virtue of their being 

citizens of a liberal democratic state, Amish children (just as are all children) are entitled to 

the education they need in order to make an autonomous choice.  This felt imperative, to 

provide Amish children with a full basic education stems from the view that, in democratic 

states, there are certain rights – and the right to education is one of these – to which all 

citizens are entitled, and to which they are all entitled to have protected by the state 

(Gutmann 1987).  For critics, if the result of protecting rights equally (in the domain of 

education access) is that such children choose to exit a community, so much the worse for 

that community. 

This conclusion, which I am attracted by, is easy to accept in principle, but in practice the 

enforcement mechanism – which would undoubtedly involve significant and painful intrusion 

into the lives of Amish families – may be more harmful to children and families than 
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permitting the exemption.  However, we need not throw up our hands in despair, and accept 

the reduced rights protection in the domain of education for Amish children. A focus on 

political inclusion can guide dominant communities in offering realistic alternatives for 

members of such communities who prefer to exit, which may be a minimally acceptable 

compromise. 

How can a dominant community protect a right to exit isolationist communities? What roles 

do such communities have in accepting constraints on their ways of life in order to allow for 

the possibility of exit?  In my view, one job that the dominant community possesses is to be 

prepared to welcome exiters with the resources they need in order to make the transition from 

living in these insular, religious communities, to living in the wider community with the 

challenges this entails for those who are not familiar with its workings (Holzleithner 2012; 

Kukathas 2012, 1992).  The latter demand, that the larger community focus on creating a 

space into which exiters can land, and find culturally sensitive support in their efforts to 

become self-sufficient members of the larger society, is consistent with a commitment to 

political inclusion, in my view.  Additionally, it is reasonable to demand, in exchange for 

granting exemptions of the kind that the Amish requested, that such communities go some 

way to protect a viable exit option for members who would prefer to leave the community.  

The request that a central state exempt communities members from key liberal rights can be 

met with a requirement that support from a central state to preserve such communities is 

dependent on their constructing schemes that make exiting a live option – for example, in 

communities where property is owned in common, a pool exit fund can be made available so 

that potential exiters are not forced, if they exit, to leave penniless, but rather would have 

some at least minimal resources to survive in the larger community as they get their footing 

in it (Spinner-Halev 1999).  So, protecting a viable right to exit for would-be exiters is a 
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requirement, demanded by a commitment to political inclusion (of exiters), of permitting 

exemptions in some cases.1 

The compromise that I have proposed can serve to do something important: it can serve to 

keep dialogue open with these communities, and thereby to protecting as much as possible a 

basis for trust between them and the larger community.  One might hope – though I myself do 

not – that such relations might ultimately forge a pathway forward for such communities to 

abandon their preservationist preferences and choose instead to integrate into the larger 

community.  Rather, my view is that there are sufficient cases where members of such 

communities, either as individuals or as communities, must engage on the basis of trust with 

the larger community, that it is imperative that the larger community act to preserve these 

trust relations.  The reason this job falls to the larger community has to do with its relative 

power in such cases: the communities I am considering are typically small and vulnerable to 

outside pressures, which they are deliberately resisting by living an insular life in the first 

place.   

There are multiple reasons to protect the possibility of future trusting engagement, between 

such communities and the larger community, having to do with the role that trust plays in 

sustaining democratic practice in general.  Trust is central to the collaboration that 

democracies rely on, both between citizens, and between citizens and their political 

representatives.  The existence of stores of trust allows democratic legislators to make public 

policy choices, knowing that by and large citizens will comply with it without aggressive 

enforcement, and allows citizens to believe that as they comply, so will others.   

                                                           
1 I say in some cases on purpose. There will be some cases, like this one, where the balance of evidence 
suggests that liberal states ought to accept reduced rights protection for members of culturally isolated 
groups. However, this will not always be the case. In situations where violence and abuse of children or 
women is believed to be essential to preserving the community, the liberal state must step in to protect them. 
However, even the choice to engage in rights protection must be done in a sensitive way. 
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One reason for working to sustain trust, in this case between minority communities and 

individuals living with them, and the larger community, is that, as I have just suggested, 

members of these groups will on occasion exit the community and one key factor in 

determining that they can do so is the availability of culturally sensitive support in the larger 

community.  A commitment to political inclusion for exiting members, who to use Spinner-

Halev’s language, wish to move from partial to full citizen, demands that. The cultural 

sensitivity of this support is key to protecting the trust between an exiting member and the 

larger community.  But the reason to focus on supporting trusting relations between an 

isolationist group and the larger community is not simply in case some individual members 

want to move between them.  There are two particular reasons to focus on supporting trust 

relations. 

One is that, after all, the separation between these groups is not complete, even beyond the 

requests for exemptions from laws that are meant to apply equally, and so there will be cases 

where individual members or families will need to interact with services offered by the larger 

community, and where they are at substantial risk of having their cultural norms and values 

violated or undermined as a result of their individual vulnerability in those circumstances.  

Here, I have in mind cases where individual members and families must exit their group to 

seek medical care or specialized educational support.  Such interactions are filled with 

friction and, as a result, opportunities for undermining trust relations into the future.   

In the late 1990s, residents of the town of Kiryas Joel, an Orthodox Jewish community in 

Orange County, New York, faced the challenge of securing high quality educational 

opportunities for its special needs children (Spinner-Halev 1999).  Ordinarily, children in 

Kiryas Joel attend religious schools run internally, in consonance with the community’s 

religious convictions; but, they did not possess adequate resources to educate children with 

special needs.  The community’s leadership asked for state support, which was offered – the 
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children were invited to attend secular schools and to be educated together with other special 

needs students, following a secular curriculum.2  Initially the community was satisfied with 

the solution, recognizing that they were relying on state support, but the failure of the secular 

school to recognize the religious convictions of the students generated controversy and 

ultimately led to the withdrawal of the Jewish students.  One student was apparently dressed 

as Rudolph for a Christmas pageant, and others were taken to MacDonald’s for lunch, in spite 

of their well-known dietary requirements. This case is one in which the minority community 

was willing to compromise in order to secure a publicly provided basic need for its children, 

so long as the dominant community was willing to display some basic respect for their 

religious convictions, which it proved unwilling to do.  Trust was thereby undermined, and an 

opportunity for inclusion lost. 

A second reason to focus on trust relations is that, again since the separation is significant but 

not complete, there will inevitably be situations in which cooperation between the cultural 

group and the larger community will be demanded, in ways that ask for sacrifices on both 

sides, in order to achieve a common objective.  Such sacrifices are more likely where trust 

relations have been preserved and protected over time.  The collective response to covid-19 

provides an example.  As the virus attacked New York City, its government adopted 

emergency legislation to slow its spread, including limits on the size of gatherings. Yet, an 

ultra-Orthodox Jewish community in Brooklyn repeatedly held gatherings flouting these 

limits, including a 2500 person gathering for a funeral for a rabbi, who himself had died of 

covid-19; in gathering for the funeral, the leaders of the community cited the importance of 

traditional ways of responding to tragedy in the community. By the time the funeral took 

place, the police had already broken up a bat mitzvah and a yeshiva (Jewish day school) for 

                                                           
2 This case was ultimately highly political complicated, with the creation of a separate school district, which 
allowed public funds to be diverted to schools reserved for members of Kiryas Joel – a choice which was 
ultimately ruled unconstitutional by the American Supreme Court. 
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the same reasons.  The mayor of New York City expressed extraordinary frustration in a 

variety of public media, and allegedly instructed police to “proceed immediately to summons 

or even arrest those who gather in large groups” (Stack 2020). This aggressive response was 

met with anger inside of the Orthodox community, which cited its religious freedom as 

justification for flouting emergency orders.  

The community, ordinarily left alone by the larger community to run their own affairs, is 

flouting the regulations adopted in New Jersey to reduce covid-19 transmission, a choice that 

(even though the community is insular) threatens the health of all those with whom members 

come into contact.  The physical space in which the community lives is largely, but not 

exclusively, Jewish, and member of its member interact in the wider community for 

economic reasons. The Orthodox Jewish community choice to flout emergency legislation 

adopted in the name of combatting a health pandemic, unlike the cases of blood transfusion 

and education, have substantial impact on the larger surrounding community; and so, 

although the exemptions that are taken (they were not granted in this case) by this community 

have impacts on those outside of the community in ways that change the extent to which they 

can be left alone to run their communal lives as they prefer. 

This case and others like it, where external circumstances require collaboration in order to 

combat a substantial threat, are likely to proceed more smoothly where efforts (by the larger 

community) are made to engage in a culturally-sensitive, that is politically inclusive, manner.  

Choosing to work with community leaders to emphasize the threats that are collectively 

faced, and having a conversation about ways that cultural events can be celebrated in ways 

that are consistent with protecting the community itself, and at large, from threats, will do 

more to preserve trust and encourage cooperation, than will the use of force to threaten such 

cultural moments. 
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These discussions are incompletely argued, certainly, but what I am intending to signal is that 

the multicultural edict to respect cultural claims so long as they are connected to a political 

inclusion objective does not stop, but rather shifts in form, when the challenge arises from a 

demand for cultural preservation in the form of isolationism rather than inclusion.  In these 

cases, attentiveness to the ways in which political relations can persist, to allow for inclusion 

of individual members who wish to exit, for the respectful inclusion of individual members 

who wish to engage partially, and for the collaborative relations between groups that must 

interact in some cases in spite of extensive separation.  The demand for this attention stems 

from the fact that, although these groups live culturally separate lives, they only do so for the 

most part, that is, the separation is significant but not complete; the existence of movement 

between them provides the source of the obligation to keep political inclusion options at the 

forefront of dealings between these culturally isolationist groups and the larger multicultural 

state. 

Conclusion 

This chapter concludes my positive argument in favour of a maximalist understanding of the 

requirement that states accommodate claims of culture.  In chapter 1, offered an account of 

culture and the multiple rights that are claimed in its name.  In chapter 2, I argued that 

although there are many possible defenses of multicultural accommodation claims, the most 

plausible defense of such claims rests on the importance of political inclusion, understood in 

terms of providing a context in which all citizens, including cultural minorities, can make 

their voice heard, that is to say, expect not only to speak but also to be listened to respectfully 

by co-citizens.  I argued, in chapter 3, that even in the context of a state that affirms its duty 

to respect cultural claims, it remains important to think seriously about what its glue is, and 

so I argued for the adoption of a shared public culture.  But, I said, the content that is adopted 

to construct and sustain this shared public culture must be genuinely accessible, and so I 
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delineated five clusters of possible cultural content from which such a shared public culture 

can be built.  In chapter 4, I tackled the most controversial of multicultural claims, i.e., those 

that appear to support separation rather than integration, and argued that for the most part 

even these claims can be defended from a political inclusion perspective. In this final chapter, 

I considered cultural preservationist claims that ask for separation explicitly, and argued that 

although the claims themselves are not respect for their contribution to political inclusion, a 

genuinely multicultural state will consider these claims from the perspective of inclusion, 

considering whether respecting certain rights demands leaves open avenues for inclusion for 

individual members who may wish to exit these cultures, or whether doing so can leave open 

trust relations between communities, to ensure that collaboration between them can be relied 

upon in cases of emergency.  So, even in these cases, I argued, attention to political inclusion 

guides us towards an attitude of accommodation, even of cultural preservationist claims that 

press for support for separation. 

 

 


