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R U S S I A N I N S T I T U T E

Multiculturalism has

a bad name nowa�

days. In analysing recent

statements made by sev�

eral European politi�

cians, it is worth remem�

bering that most of them

refer to countries (such

as France or Germany)

that have never endorsed

or promoted multicul�

turalism in the technical

sense of the word.

‘Multiculturalism’ is

consequently a catch�

word used to talk about

something else: the

widespread perception

of immigrant communi�

ties as culturally and

socially separated from

the main fabric of the

host society. 

The widespread diffi�

culties in educational

and occupational mobil�

ity are believed to be

caused by the cultural

heritage of these immi�

grants. Here, however,

empirical research pro�

vides quite a different

picture. There are, of

course, pockets of cul�

tural segregation and

even of reactive ethnici�

ty. There are, of course,

small groups of religious

fundamentalists and

some cliques who are

hostile to certain ele�

ments of European

social life. Nevertheless,

a large majority of immi�
grants in Western Europe
are not remarkably dif�

ferent in their cultural
orientations from the
natives. A large segment

of the immigrant popu�

lation, as well as many

children of immigrants,

may be defined as largely

culturally assimilated.

The main problems with

integration are rather

structural, having to do

with education, jobs and

opportunities.

Each country has to

find its own way, linked

to its history, administra�

tive infrastructure and

legal tradition. A couple

of starting points may,

however, be provided.

First, what immigrants

need is, above all, a

dynamic economy, a

flexible labour market,

and an increase in the

channels of social mobil�

ity that are open to them.

A stable legal framework

with a set of clear, rea�

sonable rules would be

also an important pre�

condition. Second, poli�

cies directed only at

immigrants often trigger

populist resentment and

social conflict. And very

often, they are resented

by the immigrants them�

selves, who feel that they

are being treated as ‘sec�

ond class’ citizens.

Generalised social poli�

cies against social exclu�

sion could help in foster�

ing a more solidary strat�

egy. ��

long time and corruption was widespread, there was no
situation that could distantly resemble that of Pinochet’s
Chile. This poses the question as to whether Europe’s

stance with regard to Tunisia is related to a crisis of

democracy or perhaps the way the word ‘democracy’ is

being manipulated. 

As for following democratic values, it is hard to ignore

the fact that present day Europe is basically exercising

double standards with regard to nations that are strug�

gling for their independence. Europe often supports the
‘independence struggle’, figuratively speaking, but even�
tually finds itself in a blind alley due, among other things,
to its attitude with regard to the further fate of migrants
from countries that are struggling for their independence.

What we are presently observing in Europe with regard

to migrants from Northern Africa is a reprisal of the sit�

uation in Kosovo. At a certain time, Switzerland sup�

ported Kosovo’s struggle for independence and recent�

ly, the situation was revealed that, in spite of their coun�

try gaining independence, Kosovar refugees are refusing

to go back home, instead preferring to stay in

Switzerland.  

It is the same situation with Chechens, who were

warmly welcomed in Europe a while back. But now

Europe is hosting many individuals who have been

implicated in serious crimes, and it is facing a situation

of Chechen immigrants refusing to obey the norms of

the law, not to mention assimilation into the new socie�

ty. 

The third problem is that of multiculturalism. Europe

should finally make up its mind and clearly define this

term. Is it some sort of ‘patchwork’ or a unified space,

hosting people of different cultural traditions who nev�

ertheless create a certain homogeneity? France has

taken this path, declaring all of its citizens to be French

regardless of their national identity. But recent distur�

bances in France and the problem of Paris suburbs are

due to the fact that, in spite of being French, not all cit�

izens are ‘equally French’ – many of them have poor

knowledge of French history and language, and the

homogeneity project seems to have failed there. 

What is happening in Europe is not a problem of

democracy per se, but a problem of occasional interpre�

tations of this term. We should also realise that democra�

cy in Europe was established on a relatively mono�ethnic

platform and only recently did it face any challenges in

terms of multi�ethnicity. It is true that there is one multi�

ethnic democracy in Europe, namely, Switzerland. This

country has managed to preserve its democracy against

the backdrop of a multi�ethnic and multi�national com�

position. Switzerland has always been a republic and

never a monarchy – a fact that speaks for its high degree

of democratic values. Recently, it joined the Schengen

zone and is now probing its way in its interaction with the

unified European space.

Another not so successful example of creating a

‘patchwork’ on the basis of democracy was Austria�

Hungary. However, this process proved to be a failure

there, in contrast to the success that has been seen with

the building of a multi�compositional society in

Switzerland. ��
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