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Abstract
This article brings the theological political theory of Oliver O’Donovan to bear on the issue 
of multiculturalism. O’Donovan’s work provides resources for understanding the dynamics 
involved in debates over multiculturalism more deeply, and this discussion in turn highlights the 
central features of O’Donovan’s political theory. O’Donovan’s understanding of government as 
involving a necessary tension between the requirements of justice and the possibilities afforded 
by a community’s tradition allows us to properly appreciate the challenge raised by the demand 
to recognise minority cultures, without abandoning the obligation to do so. This further highlights 
that the challenge of multiculturalism is first and foremost a social challenge, which can only 
meaningfully be met through communication.
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Introduction

‘Almost all societies today are multicultural and likely to remain so for the foreseeable 
future; this is our historical predicament, and we obviously need to come to terms with 
it.’1 This statement by Bhikhu Parekh remains true despite the fact that ‘coming to terms’ 
with it has proved difficult. In particular, that form of ‘coming to terms’ known as 
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multiculturalism has proved problematic. Recent years have seen what Ali Rattansi 
describes as a ‘backlash against multiculturalism’.2 It is widely felt that the active recog-
nition of diverse cultures—most prominently Islamic cultures—is highly problematic, 
having a destabilising and disintegrating effect on society, and that what is now needed 
is a renewed focus on commonalities such as a commitment to democracy and the rule of 
law.3 ‘European nation states’, as Ali Rattansi puts it, ‘have decided that the period of 
multiculturalism is over’.4

Nevertheless, the ‘super diversity’5 of modern western democracies means that the 
moral and political challenges associated with multiculturalism are here to stay. For this 
reason, there is no alternative to a continued attempt to come to terms with the multicul-
tural reality of our situation: to understand it rightly in order to respond to it wisely.

The purpose of this article is to bring the theoretical resources of the political theology 
of Oliver O’Donovan to bear on the conceptual questions raised by the issue of multicul-
turalism. The hope is that this will prove illuminating in both directions. The issue of 
multiculturalism provides a helpful lens through which to see the central features of 
O’Donovan’s political thinking. Correspondingly, O’Donovan’s ideas, and particularly 
his understanding of the role of tradition in the constitution of political authority, provide 
powerful resources for understanding this problem and its challenges more deeply. It 
shows that the problem of multiculturalism is not just a practical political problem, but 
reflects an important tension that is central to good government—a tension between 
justice and tradition. Although theorists of liberal multiculturalism rightly argue that jus-
tice requires the recognition of diverse cultural identities, and see that this raises a prob-
lem of social cohesion, they underestimate the complexity of this problem and so 
oversimplify the political task. Multiculturalism does raise issues of justice, which gov-
ernments ought to seek to address to the extent they are able. But the challenge of multi-
culturalism is first and foremost a social challenge, which can only be meaningfully met 
through communication.

The article begins by outlining how accounts of multiculturalism in liberal political 
theory leave unanswered, or unsatisfactorily answered, certain questions about commu-
nity identity and belonging. O’Donovan’s understanding of the constitution and task of 
political authority is then outlined and discussed. Finally, the issues raised in the first 
section are revisited in the light of this discussion. O’Donovan’s theological political 
theory has received significant attention.6 However, aspects of his work are yet to be 
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fully appreciated. This article therefore aims to highlight the merits of O’Donovan’s 
thinking by bringing it to bear on a particular political issue.

Multiculturalism and the Problem of Community Belonging

Multiculturalism can have a range of meanings, but for the purpose of our argument here 
it refers to the principle that government should facilitate the survival of diverse cultural 
traditions within the one society.7 As Joseph Raz puts it:

Liberal Multiculturalism is a normative precept … which affirms that in the circumstances of 
contemporary Western societies a political attitude of fostering and encouraging the prosperity, 
cultural and material, of cultural groups, and respecting their identity, is justified.8

An influential body of work has defended this principle as an implication of a liberal 
account of justice. We may begin by surveying this classic liberal argument for multicul-
turalism. It may be summarised in the following way. (1) Individuals are not separable 
from their cultural traditions and allegiances. That is, individual identity cannot be real-
ised or understood apart from the social conditions in which it appears. This is the so-
called ‘social thesis’ that has been central to liberal–communitarian debates, but which is 
accepted by many on all sides.9 As Joseph Raz explains, it is the recognition that ‘peo-
ple’s prosperity and dignity derive their concrete forms from the shared social meanings 
in the societies in which they live’.10 Here lurks, of course, a danger of an ‘essentialist’ 
view of culture—of what Anne Phillips has described as, ‘reified notions of culture or 
homogenised conceptions of the cultural group’.11 However, others have insisted that 
this danger is no reason to abandon altogether the idea of culture and its importance for 
individuals.12 It remains entirely reasonable to believe that, as Will Kymlicka puts it, ‘the 
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autonomy of individuals … is intimately tied up with access to their culture, with the 
prosperity and flourishing of their culture, and with the respect accorded their culture by 
others’.13 (2) It therefore follows that any political system committed to taking individu-
als seriously must concern itself with their cultures, and that failures of recognition of 
cultures can constitute serious wrongs. As Charles Taylor influentially explained it, tak-
ing individuals seriously as individuals—that is, with their own unique constellations of 
interests and attachments—inevitably throws up the problem of the survival of particular 
cultures.14 Failures of respect or recognition can thus constitute real wrongs. In their 
extreme form this wrong may be fairly obvious—as with state efforts towards the eradi-
cation of languages, religions or ethnicities. But such failures of recognition can also 
occur in less overt forms, when the ordinary processes and assumptions of a majority 
culture either reinforce significant status inequalities or effectively ensure the steady, but 
painful, erosion of minority cultures.

This second claim is controversial, because there seems to be an important distinction 
between the wrong of active suppression of minority cultures and the wrong of passively 
allowing minority cultures to disappear. Moreover, this distinction can seem to precisely 
correspond to what some regard as the key virtue of the liberal state, namely its neutrality. 
Advocates of what has been called the ‘procedural state’ argue that ‘a liberal society cannot 
accommodate publicly espoused notions of the good’,15 and therefore insist that govern-
ments should not involve themselves in defending minority cultures. The problem with this 
view, however, is that it overestimates the actual neutrality of ‘neutral’ states. ‘Procedural’ 
states inevitably smuggle in significant assumptions about substantive goods in their 
implicit or explicit commitments to language, modes of political participation, education 
and economics.16 All liberal states, as Kymlicka describes it, are in fact committed to 
‘nation-building’ in terms of the promotion of a common, societal culture, generally involv-
ing a shared language and common assumptions about social institutions.17 Kymlicka 
argues that although states can and should cultivate an attitude of ‘benign neglect’ towards 
religion, such a stance is impossible and irresponsible towards ‘ethnocultural groups’.18

As a matter of justice, therefore—because, in Jonathan Chaplin’s words, ‘human beings 
… are necessarily located in and sustained by diverse communal traditions’19—liberal 
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governments must actively make room for diverse cultural traditions within society.20 This 
is, of course, a complex and challenging prospect. It is complex because cultures are com-
plex, and there will inevitably be clashes between the claims of recognition and the basic 
commitments of the liberal state. Thus, there are necessarily limits to cultural recognition, 
generally to do with the need to protect individuals from oppressive collective claims.21 
Although the working-out of these limits will be difficult, and will differ from place to 
place, there is arguably space to accommodate provisions for the protection of minorities 
within a broadly liberal framework.22

However, the complexity of working out the details of minority rights is not the only 
difficulty for multiculturalism. Multiculturalism is also deeply challenging because it 
calls into question traditional bases of social unity. Here lies the heart of the recent back-
lash against multiculturalism. The recognition of other cultures, in terms of language, 
education, public prominence and so on, undermines, or at least is felt to undermine, the 
hegemony of traditional forms of life and patterns of interaction. Because these are felt 
to be central to people’s capacity to identify with their society, calling them into question 
represents a threat to social and political unity. Thus critics of multiculturalism frequently 
accuse it of leading to social disintegration.23

The thinkers we have been discussing do not avoid this problem. Kymlicka observes 
that because multiculturalism is incompatible with a ‘thick’ conception of nation-build-
ing—that is, one that seeks to promote a substantive conception of the good life—it 
raises the ‘immensely difficult theoretical question’ of what can secure social unity.24 
Similarly, Raz stresses that multiculturalism requires a quite radical reconceptualisation 
of society away from the idea of a majority and minorities towards a conception of soci-
ety as ‘a plurality of cultural groups’.25 But this, he points out, raises the question of the 
basis of social unity: ‘what can replace common nationality as the cementing bond of the 
political unit?’26 He highlights the significance of this question:
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The need for such a bond cannot be doubted. Political societies are characterised by the fact that 
they claim authority over individuals, and in the name of that authority they not infrequently 
require individuals to make sacrifices for the benefit of other members of the same political 
society … The willingness to share is not purchased easily. Without it a political society soon 
disintegrates, or has to rely on extensive use of force and coercion.27

Raz describes securing such a new bond to replace common nationality as the ‘politi-
cal challenge’ of multiculturalism;28 and it is a serious challenge, he says, because ‘our 
understanding of the bonds which keep a political society together is very tenuous’.29 He 
suggests that the answer must above all enable people to identify with their political 
society, because it is out of ‘a sense of belonging’ that political unity arises.30 Kymlicka 
hopes that an answer may be found in a ‘thinner and more diffuse sense of belonging to 
an intergenerational society, sharing a common territory, having a common past and 
sharing a common future’.31 Yet because, as we recognised above, even ‘thin’ concep-
tions of national identity are not devoid of substantial commitments, there needs to be an 
ongoing negotiation: liberal states must actively promote such nation-building while 
engaging in ‘a complex dialectic’ with minority rights.32 Indeed, Kymlicka admits that it 
is by no means clear what can secure unity in a multination state.33

More recently, however, others have argued that this account of the challenge posed 
by multiculturalism concedes too much to mistaken assumptions about social cohesion. 
Bhikhu Parekh, for instance, argues that these liberal accounts are haunted by ‘the ghost 
of a transcultural and culturally untainted power of autonomy’,34 meaning that they still 
run the risk of oversimplifying and delegitimising other cultures. What is needed instead, 
he argues, is a genuine embrace of dialogue:

From a multicultural perspective the good society does not commit itself to a particular political 
doctrine or vision of the good life and ask how much diversity to tolerate within the limits set 
by it … Instead, it begins by accepting the reality and desirability of cultural diversity and 
structures its political life accordingly. It is dialogically constituted, and its constant concern is 
to keep the dialogue going and nurture a climate in which it can proceed effectively, stretch the 
boundaries of the prevailing form of thought, and generate a body of collectively acceptable 
principles, institutions and policies.35

Similarly, Ali Rattansi rejects descriptions of the problem in terms of a need for ‘com-
munity cohesion’ or ‘integration’. He highlights the way in which ‘shared values’ 
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discourses often fade into obscurity and resist meaningful articulation.36 ‘Integration,’ he 
suggests, ‘has always been undermined by the inability to specify adequately what inte-
gration is supposed to be into, except in the broadest sense of Western values such as 
liberty, tolerance, and so forth that are in fact the site of debates and uncertainties, espe-
cially in relation to concrete policies and civic behaviour.’37 Instead, he suggests that lack 
of consensus should be celebrated as healthy for democracy, by pursuing policies of 
intercultural dialogue.

It is striking, however, that both Parekh and Rattansi still acknowledge an outstanding 
problem of community belonging. Rattansi hopes for ‘a less nationalistic project of civic 
belonging’.38 Parekh, more broadly, suggests that ‘a common sense of belonging’ may be 
found that, rather than being ‘based on shared cultural, ethnic and other characteristics’, 
is ‘political in nature and based on a shared commitment to the political community’.39 
When this ‘political commitment’ is elaborated, we are told:

The commitment to a political community is highly complex and easily misunderstood. It does 
not involve sharing common substantive goals, for its members might deeply disagree about 
these, nor a common view of its history, which they may read differently, nor a particular 
economic or social system about which they might entertain different views. Decocted to its 
barest essentials, commitment to the political community involves commitment to its continuing 
existence and well-being … and implies that one cares enough for it not to harm its interests 
and undermine its integrity.40

This is somewhat less than a full explanation; and it would be reasonable to wonder 
whether this vague sense of commitment is really an adequate basis for ‘a common sense 
of belonging’. The problem highlighted by Raz and Kymlicka, of what can bind a politi-
cal society together, is, then, not so easily avoided. It is precisely at this point that Oliver 
O’Donovan’s political theology provides a richer analysis.

The Defence and Displacement of Tradition: Oliver O’Donovan’s Theory 
of Political Authority

In a number of works published in the last two decades, Oliver O’Donovan has articu-
lated a Christian description of government, a description which he sees as derived par-
ticularly from Christian reflection on the reign of God during the period of ‘Christendom’.41 
A good place to begin outlining this description is with the central conviction that society 
exists antecedently to government. Government does not make a people, but serves a 
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makes it a community. The presence of competing visions of the good within a society does 
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people. Israel’s political experience gives testimony to this reality: Israel is a people 
before she has a (human) king, and exists apart from her rulers. A society, therefore, is 
not constituted by government. There is an important overlap here with Augustine’s 
rejection of Scipio/Cicero’s definition of a people as defined by a common ius and utili-
tas.42 A people, rather, is constituted by communication—the sharing of goods and 
loves—such that peoples can be better or worse depending on the quality of their com-
mon objects of love.43 Societies, then, are for O’Donovan always already committed to 
common goods, because without such commitments, there can, in fact, be no society. 
Whatever we may finally want to say about a government, there is no such thing as a 
‘procedural’ society.

This Augustinian theory of society lies behind O’Donovan’s understanding of a com-
munity’s tradition. A community’s tradition is its continuity with its past commitments 
to the common good, and its present assumptions about what is held in common.44 
Tradition, O’Donovan stresses, is not static. Tradition is a ‘noun of action’, reflecting an 
ongoing struggle.45 It is ‘the particular form of a people’s pursuit of the common good’.46 
There can, therefore, be no community which does not have a tradition, for a communi-
ty’s tradition is precisely what makes it a people.47

According to O’Donovan, custodianship of a community’s tradition is essential for 
political authority; without it, there can be no representation:

The representative commands the authority of the community’s ‘tradition’ … The question, 
Who bears the authority of tradition? is equivalent to the question, Who represents the 
community? There can be no political authority without an effective claim to the authority of 
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tradition, because there can be no political authority which does not represent a given 
community in its actions.48

Yet political authority depends on more than the perpetuation of tradition. For the funda-
mental political act is to enact justice through judgment. And this act requires a monopoly 
on force. Thus, in both The Desire of the Nations and The Ways of Judgment, O’Donovan 
puts forward the following theorem: ‘Political authority arises where power, the execution 
of right, and the perpetuation of tradition are assured together in one coordinated agency.’49

Importantly, there is an order to these three elements: power is a necessary condition 
for effective action; tradition is the basis of representation, and hence a condition for 
meaningful authority; but the task of government is judgment—the upholding of right—
and the other two elements are ordered to this third. Thus O’Donovan sums up: ‘Authority 
belongs to those who, embodying the identity of the community, enact right on its 
behalf’.50 This order notwithstanding, the disappearance of any one of these elements 
jeopardises political authority. O’Donovan therefore describes ‘two horizons of depoliti-
cization’.51 On one side, political authority disappears when the task of right is aban-
doned in favour of the perpetuation of tradition. In this case, the community’s identity is 
absolutised as the embodiment of the common good, and the task of ongoing correction 
is forsaken.52 On the other side, political authority can disappear where there is a major 
breach in tradition and representation disappears.53

There is, then, implicit in O’Donovan’s thinking, an inevitable tension for good gov-
ernment between justice and tradition. Good government is called to defend right, yet it 
can do so only as the representative of a particular, traditioned community. On the one 
hand, because the demands of right will never be identical with the perpetuation of tradi-
tion, good government is constantly called to relinquish tradition in the name of right. 
‘The authority of tradition’, states O’Donovan, ‘resides in the way the community func-
tions now to sustain its identity’.54 Yet because new situations and challenges are always 
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arising, even the best traditions will be in need of correction. Good government cannot 
simply be committed to perpetuating a community’s identity.

On the other hand, good government is never a matter of abandoning tradition com-
pletely. This is true for two reasons: (i) because, as we have seen, political authority can 
only exist as representative, that is tradition-bearing, authority, so to abandon tradition is 
therefore to problematise authority; (ii) good government cannot abandon tradition 
because, although no society is perfect, equally no society’s tradition is wholly devoid of 
good. Herein lies the significance of O’Donovan’s assumptions about the nature of socie-
ties. For O’Donovan, the common good is already given, and ‘Mankind in his and her 
native social existence, to the extent that that is not impeded and hindered by sin, serves 
the common good simply by being societas humana’.55 Therefore, traditions will include 
‘traditions of right’,56 and so, as Jonathan Chaplin sums it up, ‘the proper defence of 
tradition falls within the government’s task of public judgment’.57

Government’s task is thus not to supply the common good, but to defend it. This is a 
distinctive aspect of O’Donovan’s presentation. Good government is ‘reactive’, respond-
ing to threats to the common good, not creatively building it according to its own vision.58 
O’Donovan rejects an ‘architectonic’ view of government—government as ‘the agency 
that constructs a social whole out of various strands’59—because ‘harmony is not a 
design conceived in a ruler’s head, but a nexus of social communications that exist and 
flourish antecedently’.60

Good government is a matter of enacting right while respecting tradition.61 Two fur-
ther implications follow from this. First, political authority must accept that its capacity 
to achieve justice will always be limited. This principle of the ‘imperfectibility’ of politi-
cal judgment is crucial for O’Donovan.62 The demands of justice will always exceed the 
possibilities for effective action for a political authority that represents and must respect 
an imperfect human community. Governments that forget this in pursuit of ideals are 
liable to do great evil. O’Donovan therefore regards as crucial the role of the church as a 
witness to the coming kingdom of God. As the community that ‘judges not’, the church 
stands as a testimony to political authority that the perfection of justice lies under Christ’s 
rule, and can only be anticipated and hoped for, not achieved, in the present.63



Errington 427

64. Here we must express disagreement with David McIlroy’s criticism of O’Donovan’s theory, 
in ‘The Right Reason for Caesar to Confess’. McIlroy’s criticism amounts to this: if the 
role of government is to give judgment, reacting to wrong, then how can there be space 
for a confession of Christ’s Lordship by rulers as a representative act? McIlroy suggests 
that O’Donovan’s view in fact ‘necessitates’ the idea that the state explicitly confess Christ. 
The use of the word ‘necessitates’ is regrettable, as it leads to a confusion of two questions: 
whether every particular government ought to explicitly confess Christ (which O’Donovan 
clearly denies); and whether it is ultimately best for a society, with its government to submit 
to Christ’s rule (which O’Donovan does indeed affirm). Underneath this, however, McIlroy 
has not fully appreciated the way in which O’Donovan sees tradition to be subordinated to 
the task of judgment, but not replaced by it. Space for a representative confession of Christ 
is opened up by the fact that the ruler’s representation is a function of its custodianship of 
tradition. And O’Donovan’s point is that traditions of worship cannot be excluded from this 
custodianship. McIlroy’s accusation of inconsistency results from a conflation of what for 
O’Donovan are distinct: a modest defence of tradition on the one hand, and a ‘directive’ and 
potentially idolatrous pursuit of a vision of the good on the other.

65. See O’Donovan, Ways of Judgment, pp. 69–71, 255–60, and ‘The Loss of a Sense of Place’, 
in Bonds of Imperfection, pp. 296–320. See also Ben Quash, ‘Life Beyond Judgment: 
Communication. Response to Section III of The Ways of Judgment by Oliver O’Donovan’, 
Political Theology 9.3 (2008), pp. 313–15.

66. O’Donovan, Ways of Judgment, p. 255.
67. O’Donovan, Ways of Judgment, p. 256.

Second, part of the task of government is to defend tradition insofar as it promotes the 
common good.64 But this means that political authority cannot avoid the task of making 
substantive moral evaluations as it seeks to discern the truth about its own tradition. As 
there can be no ‘procedural’ society there can be no morally neutral political authority. 
This places political authority under a weighty obligation to listen to advice. And here, 
again, O’Donovan sees the church as having a crucial role. In its proclamation of the 
gospel, the church speaks the truth that discloses the good, and so supplies the means to 
evaluate tradition. Only at its own peril can a government silence the voice of the church 
in the public square.

Finally, we may note with interest that this account of political authority’s wrestle 
between justice and tradition leads O’Donovan to highlight the significance of place.65 
Place represents a basis for ‘the concreteness of particular societies’ that protects against 
exclusionary self-definitions.66

Place is an abstract concept, but precisely in its abstraction lies its importance. It stands for a 
totality of diverse communications that cannot be defined by any material description … It is a 
high achievement to define society in terms of place, rather than blood-relationship, language, 
economic practice, or whatever, and so conceive it as a concrete universal, embracing all the 
forms of society that arise within a formally defined area of spatial contiguity.67

If societies can be better or worse depending on their loves, perhaps place may pro-
vide a point of reference for the defence and displacement of tradition, a common object 
of love of sufficient stability and modesty to assist political authority in its task of enact-
ing right for the community it represents.



428 Studies in Christian Ethics 27(4)

68. Raz, ‘Multiculturalism’, p. 201, and above.
69. Raz, ‘Multiculturalism’, p. 202, and above.
70. O’Donovan, Ways of Judgment, p. 160.
71. O’Donovan, Ways of Judgment, p. 242.

Multiculturalism and Good Government

How does O’Donovan’s political theory help us interpret the issues involved in multicul-
turalism discussed above?

Contemporary liberal thinkers recognise that multiculturalism persistently raises 
problems of social belonging. The public recognition of minority cultures inevitably 
undermines the hegemony of well-worn forms of life and patterns of social interaction. 
This creates a need for new sources of unity and social cohesion—a new ‘cementing 
bond’, as Joseph Raz puts it. As we have seen, this point is acknowledged even by theo-
rists who reject aspects of the liberal account, and solutions such as Kymlicka’s tentative 
proposal of a carefully limited project of nation-building.

O’Donovan’s understanding of society and government significantly sharpens our 
understanding of these issues, because O’Donovan’s thinking provides a rich theoretical 
account of the key question Raz and Kymlicka acknowledge as poorly understood—
namely, what holds a society together? ‘Our understanding of the bonds which keep a 
political society together is very tenuous’, confesses Raz.68 It is this gap that O’Donovan’s 
notion of tradition fills, paving the way to a deeper interpretation of the problem posed 
by multiculturalism.

Multiculturalism is threatening because it represents a challenge to a society’s tradi-
tion, to the patterns of common loves that underpin a community’s sense of itself. And 
this is a significant challenge, because tradition is fundamental to the very possibility of 
political authority within a society. Political representation depends upon the authority of 
this tradition. Where tradition is destabilised, therefore, more is at stake than simply 
people’s discomfort. Raz is right to perceive that without a shared sense of belonging, 
political authority can disintegrate, or collapse into mere force.69 ‘There can be no politi-
cal authority without an effective claim to the authority of tradition’.70

The risks involved in pursuing multicultural policies should therefore not be underes-
timated. Arguments about the justice of actively recognising minority cultures may well 
be sound and important; yet it is by no means straightforward how things should proceed 
as a consequence. Governments, as we have seen, are not at liberty simply to dispense 
with tradition in the name of justice, both because government depends upon tradition for 
its representative authority, and because tradition is never completely devoid of good. 
Government can enact right only in a context of dependence on and respect for a particu-
lar tradition. Moreover, social unity cannot be ‘replaced’ or ‘constructed’, because society 
is not rightly the object of government projects. Society ‘exists before and after judgment, 
and apart from it’;71 and social unity is a matter of common loves and assumptions. These 
cannot be supplied by government, but must arise organically out of ongoing communica-
tions. Government cannot treat society’s tradition only as something to be overcome.

Failure to recognise this has been and remains a significant problem for advocates of 
multiculturalism. Gregory Noble speaks of how, in the Australian context, opposition to 
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multiculturalism has often been opposition to an unrecognisable new vision—a ‘multicul-
tural imaginary’.72 The same description might easily apply to the idea of ‘the dialogically 
constituted society’ advocated by Bhikhu Parekh.73 Multiculturalism, according to Parekh, 
is ‘a perspective on human life’ involving the conviction that each culture ‘grasps only a part 
of the totality of human existence’.74 On O’Donovan’s understanding, subordinating exist-
ing tradition to such an explicitly ideological commitment can only be a dangerous thing.

Nevertheless, it is equally important that on O’Donovan’s understanding the claims of 
justice for minority cultures cannot be ignored. Although tradition cannot be lightly 
brushed aside, it can and should be displaced for the sake of justice. The temptation to 
venerate the historic identity of a community is ever-present in debates about multicul-
turalism.75 This can easily lead to failures of justice towards minority cultures, as liberals 
rightly perceive. O’Donovan’s critique, however, takes this further. The choice of tradi-
tion over justice is nothing short of demonic: ‘When the identity of a society is held to be 
sufficient justification in itself for all the abridgments of social freedom that government 
requires, it has become an idol’.76 Although the context of tradition cannot be ignored, 
neither can legitimate claims of justice. Every society must be open to change in the light 
of what is right. The challenge posed by cultural diversity may be difficult, but it must 
not therefore be avoided.

Conclusion

By way of conclusion, we may consider the following comments of Joseph Raz:

[T]he fact that tolerating certain practices of immigrant communities will lead to a change in 
the character of some neighbourhoods or public spaces in one’s country is no reason for 
suppressing them. It is natural that we should wish to preserve the character of neighbourhoods 
and public spaces. Our lives, and the quality of our lives, are bound up with them. But so are 
the lives of others, and many of them, be they the younger generation, that is our children, or 
members of other cultural groups, may find uncongenial what we find congenial. We owe them 
what we owe ourselves, that is the ability to feel at home in their own home, for once they 
emigrated to a country it has become their home.77
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O’Donovan’s political theology gives us reasons for taking the attachments spoken of 
here with utmost seriousness. Things such as ‘the character of neighbourhoods and pub-
lic spaces’ have a significance beyond mere preference or congeniality: they are part of 
a tradition, which is constitutive of social identity and the basis of political authority. 
Hostility to multiculturalism’s challenge to these is therefore ‘natural’ beyond simply 
being a defence of what is significant to me. It is a reaction to a genuine threat to who we 
are—to the common assumptions that make us a people.

However, this does not mean that the challenge ought to be refused. For there is an 
issue of justice at stake. We do owe the ability to belong to those who are here, and this 
should not be avoided, painful as it may be. The fact of immigration, as Raz’s comments 
highlight, has created this situation. It is, therefore, the task of government to seek as far 
as possible to prevent the wrongs that lie in failures of recognition. Such efforts will be 
and indeed ought to be limited by respect for a society’s tradition. Yet traditions can and 
do change over time, and justice requires that our tradition become the tradition of others 
as well.

Yet here we see what is missing from Raz’s comment. There is no space for commu-
nication, for a sharing not just of resources but of commitments—a sharing which would 
lead to mutual appreciation and changes in what it is we find ‘congenial’. For before 
multiculturalism is a political challenge, it is a social challenge, a challenge of commu-
nication. This is a point that has been grasped by more recent theorists of multicultural-
ism, in their advocacy of dialogue. Rattansi’s description of ‘interculturalism’, for 
example, helpfully recognises the fluidity of cultures and the productive possibilities of 
communication. What is not adequately seen, however, is that if a society is to maintain 
its integrity, this dialogue must take the form of a struggle over tradition—a process of 
communication aimed at securing the continuity of the society with its past commitments 
to the common good.

Such communications will not be able to avoid discussions of history—long the site 
of battles over multiculturalism.78 But, we may finally suggest, they may be preserved 
from disintegration by being understood to be discussions of the histories of places.79 
Place constantly appears as a point of reference in discussions of multiculturalism: 
Kymlicka’s suggestion as to what might serve to bind societies together involved the 
idea of ‘sharing a common territory’;80 Raz highlighted the issue of ‘the character of 
some neighbourhoods or public spaces’. If O’Donovan’s understanding is right, this rep-
resents an opportunity, for a place may be a common point of reference that is substantial 
without being too tempting—an object of love that may bind a people together without 
quickly enslaving them to a fanciful vision of themselves. Perhaps, though, this can be 
more than a promise only for a society that is aware of another community within its 
midst, which knows and proclaims that ‘here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city 
that is to come’ (Heb. 13:14).


