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I would like to express my gratitude to Plamen 

Makariev for his involvement in the discussion on 

the topic of liberal democracy and cultural diversi-

ty, in which he also reflected on some of the theses 

I presented in my text "Communitarianism, Multi-

culturalism, and Liberalism." With his subtle anal-

yses of the given topic, he significantly contributed 

to its perception from different angles. Since he is a 

theorist who is well versed in the matter in ques-

tion, it would be my pleasure to respond to his re-

marks regarding my article. 

The central issue Makariev’s remarks refer to 

is, in his opinion, my failure to distinguish between 

descriptive and normative communitarianism. 

However, my position is that this distinction, in 

principle, cannot be established as the concepts of 

communitarianism and multiculturalism developed 

during the 1970s and 1980s insist on a connection 

between the system of objectively existing particu-

lar cultural traditions of specific ethnic groups on 

one side, and moral and legal normative orders that 

aim to strengthen these traditions on the other. In 

this sense, a distinction can only be made between 

radical and moderate variations of these move-

ments. But both include an inherent request for 

formal recognition of components of their cultural 

traditions – a request for their specific cultural and 

political rights to be legally recognized so that in-

dividuals can sustain their status as members of 

those cultural communities. Without insisting on 

that connection in which the specific customs and 

fundamental values of an ethnic group are the basis 

of its moral and legal order, there can be no modern 

multiculturalist and communitarian movements. 

For example, in America, which is currently a typi-

cal liberal state not based on an ethnic principle, 

ethnic groups exist at the societal level but are not 

formally and legally recognized as such. As long as 

these groups do not demand specific cultural and 

political rights but accept the current American 

constitutional order, they cannot be treated as part 

of a modern communitarian movement, regardless 

of how much they adhere to their customs in pri-

vate life.1 

                                                 
1

* About the author: Slobodan Divjak was nominated two 
times for membership in the Serbian Academy of Scienc-
es and Arts. He has written eight philosophical books. His 
book Problem Identiteta [The Identity in Question] is the 
most quoted Serbian philosophical book since the Second 
World War. He is the founder and an honorary president 
of The International Philosophical School Felix Romuli-
ana (Serbia, Zaječar). 
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The theoretical exponents of both communitar-

ianism and multiculturalism are either moderate or 

radical critics of purely formal liberal principles 

because they treat these principles, together with a 

hypothetical social contract, as mere intellectual 

concepts that, while being applied, commit vio-

lence against real social life and real history. There-

fore, the representatives of both communitarianism 

and multiculturalism are supporters of a normative 

reductionism with its perspective that norms are an 

expression of existing internal practices of narrow-

er or wider communities, including state communi-

ties. In such a conceptual framework, norms always 

have an inferior character – they can only reinforce 

what already exists as a way of life in each com-

munity. For example, Carl Schmitt, like all leading 

ideologues of Nazism, insisted primarily on racial 

homogeneity, which either exists or does not exist; 

if it does not exist, it cannot be produced by any 

norm. Norms, according to him, can only maintain 

and strengthen racial purity. But even the most 

successful norms of this type must always be reex-

amined from a pre-legal point of view. Pre-

normative, pre-constitutional, pre-legal social con-

ditions are the essence of every norm. 

Racism, which Makariev treats as normative 

communitarianism, cannot be viewed as neutral 

concerning the primordialist approach to a particu-

lar culture (e.g., the hypostasis of the significance 

of blood and soil) also found within radical multi-

culturalism. The Nazi ideal of the “Aryan” race as 

superior to other races has its origin in an ethnolin-

guistic notion. Modern advocates of racism gener-

ally no longer insist on the superiority of their race 

but instead profess a belief in racial equality. But 

they do inherit from more standard accounts of 

biological racism the thesis of interracial mixing 

being unacceptable in the name of preserving racial 

“purity.” For example, a part of the French radical 

right does not label Algerians living in France as its 

citizens as racially inferior, but rather unwelcome. 

The message sent to Algerians is that their place is 

in Algeria, not France. Based on the premise that 

interracial mixing is unacceptable, the ideology of 

apartheid of a new type emerged; new because it is 

not propagated by members of the white race, but 

rather non-white. Thus, in America, African Amer-

ican men and women within the radical multicul-

turalist movement emphasize the demand for racial 

separation in schools. 

I, of course, make a distinction not only be-

tween different types of political cultures (aside 

from liberal and non-liberal) but also between 

moderate and radical communitarianism and mod-

erate and radical multiculturalism. Nevertheless, I 

think that the way of establishing and justifying 

norms in both orientations is the same, but with 

different implications for liberal democracy. Both 

establish norms in different specific socio-historical 

contexts. Different types of culture, which in a 

broader sense can be interpreted as a way of human 

life, give rise to different types of norms. Thus 

MacIntyre, who is certainly neither a racist nor a 

Nazi, points out in connection with how norms are 

justified: “Philosophical theories give organized 

expression to concepts and theories already embod-

ied in forms of practice and types of community” 

(MacIntyre, 1998, 390). 

I disagree with Makariev's position that multi-

culturalism as such cannot be sharply opposed to 

liberalism. Because multiculturalism is also ex-

pressed in its radical variations. This opinion is 

shared in a way by Will Kymlicka. Considering 

that polyethnic and representative minority rights 

are compatible with liberal democracy, he warns 

that the demands of minority ethnocultural groups 

for self-government may jeopardize the integrative 

function of citizenship and unified state-legal iden-

tity:  

Both representation rights for disadvantaged 

groups and polyethnic rights for immigrant 

groups take the larger political community 

for granted and seek greater inclusion in it. 

Demands for self-government, however, re-

flect a desire to weaken the bonds with the 

larger political community, and indeed ques-

tion its very authority and permanence…. In 

the case of self-government rights, the larger 

political community has a more conditional 

existence. National minorities claim that they 

are distinct ‘peoples’, with inherent rights of 

self-government. While they are currently 

part of a larger country, this is not a renunci-

ation of their original rights of self-govern-

ment. Rather, it is a matter of transferring 

some aspects of their powers of self-

government to the larger polity, on the condi-

tion that other powers remain in their hands. 

In this sense, the authority of the larger polit-

ical community is derivative…. Self-

government rights, therefore, are the most 

complete case of differentiated citizenship, 

since they divide the people into separate 

‘peoples’, each with its own historical rights, 
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territories, and powers of self-government; 

and each, therefore with its own political 

community as primary, and the value and au-

thority of the larger federation as derivative 

(Kymlicka, 1995, 181–182). 

Thus, the right to self-government, or what I 

call the right to political autonomy on an ethnocul-

tural basis, may encourage minority groups to as-

sert demands for a transfer of more state union 

competencies to themselves, leading to their further 

isolation in self-sufficient entities – in “states with-

in states,” based on the people not in the political 

but in the ethnic sense of the word, whose members 

are guided by purely ethnic rather than political 

criteria when voting. In these situations, the request 

for secession would be a natural last step. The main 

internal cause of the disintegration of the former 

Yugoslavia is the fact that the dominant concept of 

the nation in all its republics was not a liberal, 

state-territorial but ethnocultural notion. If some-

one in Croatia declared himself a Catholic by faith, 

you could accurately conclude that he was not a 

Serb; and vice versa, if someone in Serbia declared 

himself an Orthodox, you could have known for 

sure that he was not a Croat, which testifies to the 

fact that religion as an integral component of par-

ticular culture was not separated from the nation. 

The dominance of the ethnocultural notion of the 

nation in the mentioned area is proved by the fact 

that in the first parliamentary elections, ethnic par-

ties convincingly won everywhere. Even after the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, sharp conflicts be-

tween different ethnicities persisted in its former 

republics. Bosnia and Herzegovina would have 

long ago disintegrated into three different ethnic 

entities in the form of mutually independent states 

if there were no strong external pressure against it. 

In Macedonia, Macedonians and the Albanian mi-

nority have long lived not together but side-by-side. 

Even though after the break-up of Yugoslavia Mac-

edonia was led by the very moderate politician Kiro 

Gligorov, the Albanian minority has continually 

demanded an increasing degree of political auton-

omy for itself. In Croatia, despite the mass ethnic 

cleansing of Serbs, there is still a great deal of ha-

tred between the Croatian majority and the Serbia 

minority. I am writing this as someone who never 

supported Milosevic's ethnonationalism. 

Both communitarians and multiculturalists re-

ject moral monism and therefore Kant's categorical 

imperative, which is otherwise compatible with the 

pluralism of ethical conceptions derived from expe-

rience because this imperative is a negative princi-

ple and as such, is at a higher level of abstraction 

than the previously mentioned ethical conceptions. 

It has a selective function: Only those ethical con-

ceptions that cannot pass the test of universality 

(e.g. racism) are rejected. 

However, even among multiculturalists and 

communitarians, there are radical pluralists (onto-

logical pluralism) who advocate the thesis of the 

incommensurability of different forms of life as a 

system of customs and substantial values. Thus, 

different forms of life or different cultures are 

treated as pure particularities that cannot be as-

sessed by any universal standard, even the basic 

one. Such an approach can be described as value 

relativism because it equates all forms of communi-

ties in terms of values, even those in which people 

do not have equal rights in the formal sense. This 

approach leads its followers to the justification of 

internal customs and substantial values, i.e. particu-

lar norms embodied in existing practices and inter-

actions. Of course, they are therefore forced to re-

ject any form of transcendent, trans-contextual 

critique and to accept only immanent, intra-

contextual critique. If any universal standard is 

rejected, then the question arises as to how to criti-

cize Nazism, slavery, sharia, communities in which 

there are such customs as disregard for individual 

rights, stoning of adulteresses, burning of widows, 

public flogging, if these customs are an expression 

of long-standing internal cultural traditions. Many 

multiculturalists and communitarians hold “there is 

an irreducible plurality of valuable goods, activi-

ties, and ways of life that are conflicting and often 

uncombinable and that sometimes when they come 

in conflict with one another, they are incommen-

surable… these goods can (not) be assessed, com-

pared, and hierarchically ordered by a common 

measure ” (Mehta, 1997, 510). 

As John Gray would say, in his communitari-

an-postmodern phase, incommensurable values are 

inserted into the collective identities which are not 

chosen but inherited:  

In political milieus which harbor a diversity 

of cultural traditions and identities, such as 

we find in most parts of the world today, the 

institutional norms best suited to a modus vi-

vendi may well not be individualist institu-

tions of liberal civil society but rather those 

of political and legal pluralism, in which the 

fundamental units are not individuals but 

communities. In polities that are plural or di-
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vided, the legal recognition of different 

communities and their different jurisdictions 

may well be mandated on the Hobbesian 

ground that it promotes peace. Such a legal 

pluralism is justifiable also on the Herderian 

ground that it allows even people who are co-

mingled in the same territories or human set-

tlements to recognize their cultural identities 

in the legal order to which they are subjected. 

(Gray, 1995, 136). 

According to that standpoint, ”all groups, in-

cluding majority groups, receive the right to estab-

lish ethnic autonomy to protect legally their partic-

ular cultural traditions so that legal pluralism would 

be introduced to such a state: each of these groups 

would have a legal system that would protect its 

particular tradition. Such a state would be tempo-

rary modus vivendi based on a feeble consensus of 

these groups to co-exist in the same state, whereby 

the legal order of the latter would be reduced to a 

protocolary or symbolic one. That state would no 

longer be a civic state. Each of these groups would 

live independently of groups with different cultural 

traditions” (Slobodan Divjak, 2018, 96). 

In the text published in the Balkan Journal of 

Philosophy, I pointed to the following articulated 

by Michael Dusche: “radical multiculturalism 

claims that cultural groups, not the individual 

should be the yardstick for considerations of jus-

tice, because the group offers the individual the 

indispensable good of being rooted in the commu-

nity and since membership in a culture is not vol-

untary, the abolition of culture leads to the uproot-

ing of individuals.... radical multiculturalism risks 

falling prey to self-defeating normative relativism” 

(Dusche, 2004, 238).Again, not only “normative” 

communitarianism (in my view, without the re-

quests for the legalization of group rights neither 

communitarianism nor multiculturalism can exist) 

but also radical multiculturalism “stand in stark 

opposition” with the liberal system. 

 

 

Two types of universalism 

Makariev’s view of universalism is different 

from mine. I distinguish substantialist universalism 

from that of a purely formal character. I associate 

substantialist universalism with the metaphysically 

understood all-encompassing universal reason 

(Vernunft). Metaphysics ontologizes reason, i.e. 

treats it as the universal substantial basis of all that 

exists. More precisely, all existing empirical forms 

are shown, from the metaphysical point of view, as 

phenomenal manifestations of the universal sub-

stance of reason. To that extent, such a concept of 

reason manifests itself as an all-inclusive totality 

within which the necessary internal relations be-

tween its moments rule. What is not included in 

that totality belongs to the sphere of contingency. 

Thus, empirical moments, from this perspective, 

have a secondary role for their essence lies outside 

of themselves in the sphere of reason as purely 

rational thinking. All differences are essentially 

reduced to differences within an all-encompassing 

universal reason. 

According to Hegel, reason is deprived of any 

outside conditioning which makes it absolutely 

non-conditioned and independent, based in itself. 

Unlike understanding (Verstand), which is deter-

mined by empirical data that exist outside of it as 

an independent positive being, reason contains 

everything “other” within itself (the empirical, the 

sensual, the particular, the final), and becomes a 

self-positioning, self-developing, and self-uniting 

power. Therefore, any empirical given is nothing 

but a phenomenal manifestation of reason as an all-

encompassing principle. It is not an empirical histo-

ry but a conceptual, teleological one: What was 

potentially at its beginning is at its end, with all its 

potentials completely realized. 

As a critic of metaphysical ontologizing of rea-

son, Kant ascribes to reason a priori status. In his 

Critique of Practical Reason, relevant to our dis-

cussion as it points to reason’s relationship with the 

normative order – both moral and legal – Kant 

treats pure practical reason as reason that is unme-

diated by empirical data, i.e. as an autonomous 

rational power that, following its internal formal 

logic rules, produces purely formal, non-

teleological, de-ontologized norms, regardless of 

any cultural tradition and all empirical data. There-

fore, Kant has become one of the founders of the 

universalism of a purely formal character that has 

its foundation in post-metaphysical reason. Univer-

sal norms, values, and ideals derived from meta-

physical reason are substantial ones by their char-

acter. It is also clear that norms, values, and ideals 

derived from post-metaphysical (procedural) reason 

are not substantial by their character. They are un-

substantiated, non-teleological, and purely formal 

norms, such as freedom of speech, freedom of as-

sociation, freedom of religion, etc. 

The problem with the metaphysical concept is 

that it is monistic, i.e. tends to explain all the rich-
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ness of the world starting from a single point – 

from universal reason, the innate universal sub-

stance that only changes phenomenal forms. Ac-

cording to this concept, there is essentially a unity 

of purely rational thinking and being (Sein), of 

what is and what should be (Sein and Sollen), of the 

factual and normative order. Hence, according to 

the metaphysical system, there is only one way of 

life appropriate to the truly universal human nature. 

Of course, both communitarians and multicultural-

ists reject this monistic concept of essential reason 

because they believe that different forms of life are 

based on the pluralism of particular cultures as 

systems of customs and substantial values that are 

sublimates of different cultural traditions. They are 

also supported by the fact that history has shown 

that there is no broad consensus regarding any met-

aphysical system. I share Kant's view that, in prin-

ciple, it is impossible to reach a consensus on any 

substantive value. In my opinion, there is no uni-

versal substantive value. Regardless of their explic-

it universalist pretensions, metaphysical concep-

tions cannot be universal. 

Although they reject any universal substantial 

value, both communitarians and multiculturalists 

support substantial values that are founded in a 

particular socio-historical context. Therefore, they 

can be characterized as supporters of contextual 

substantialism. However, they also deny any validi-

ty of formal universalism. According to them, a 

notion that reason independent of tradition, relying 

on itself and its internal logic, could construe a 

universal moral and legal normative order applica-

ble to all contexts and times, is merely a liberal 

chimera. However, that is wrong. Contextual sub-

stantialism and pure formal universalism are at 

different conceptual levels. Customs and values 

related to contextual substantialism can never be 

universal, but only particular, specifically substan-

tial and teleological, which means that they tend to 

be integral aspects of people's everyday life. In 

contrast, norms such as freedom of speech, associa-

tion, religion, etc. can only be purely formal-

universal, de-substantiated, and non-theological. 

Since they are negative in character, they impose 

obligations on people that take the form not of what 

they should do but what they must not do, namely: 

They must not infringe on the formal freedom of 

choice of others. Hence, there cannot be a neces-

sary connection between purely formal norms and 

the way of human life. Such norms cannot prede-

termine the content of human life, but can only 

limit it rationally, and these restrictions should 

apply equally to all. For example, Catholic religion 

predetermines certain aspects of worshipers’ way 

of life: communion, fasting, seeking forgiveness, 

celibacy, acknowledgment of papal infallibility, 

etc. From the perspective of Catholicism as a reli-

gion which, according to self-understanding, is 

universal, these rules can be defined as prescribed 

positive freedoms, because living by them is sup-

posedly an expression of human nature. The very 

principle of the individual's right to choose a reli-

gion cannot in any way be defined as a positive, but 

only as a negative freedom from which no specific 

religion can necessarily follow, because each of 

these religions is a substantialist and teleological 

conception. 

It is correct to state that human beings as indi-

viduals or as group members can differ from each 

other in their individual and particular identity be-

cause there is no single universal culture, single 

religion valid for all people, universal form of life, 

etc. However, people living in a liberal-democratic 

state can be said to have the same abstract legal 

identity defined by a set of equal rights. But there is 

an essential conceptual difference between these 

two types of identities. Equal human rights enable 

people to maintain the acquired identity in society 

at their discretion and to modify or radically change 

it if they wish. It is necessary to distinguish the 

individual as a bearer of negatively determined 

rights that allow him to choose his own identity 

within certain constraints from the individual who, 

under the aegis of these rights, becomes the creator 

of his positive self-realization, the bearer of a spe-

cific identity. It is simply not possible to equate 

concrete, empirical citizens who are always charac-

terized by miscellaneous forms of identity, and the 

notion of a legal person or “abstract citizen”, i.e. a 

person without any cultural, religious, customary, 

and other specific identity forms. These terms are 

abstract conceptions that must not be understood 

ontologically. Thus: 

As Individuals, legal persons are also norma-

tively responsible members of a community, 

but in a way different from ethical persons: 

whether as Saul of Tarsus or Paul the Apos-

tle, a person is a member of the legal com-

munity and a person of law; each person 

must obey the laws and has certain rights as 

such a person. Ethical values are valid with 

respect to the particularity of a person, legal 

norms in respect of his or her attribute of be-
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ing a ‘person’ as such: they enjoy general 

and binding validity. They are not constitu-

tive of identity; rather, they constitute the 

‘outer’ framework of ‘negative liberty’ that 

both enables and limits, in the form of a ‘pro-

tective cover’, the positive liberty of self-

realization. Persons of law do not have to 

identify with these norms, but they must 

come to terms with them: these are the norms 

of reciprocal respect that persons have to 

grant mutually and bindingly in order to ena-

ble social cooperation with legal certainty” 

(Forst, 2002, 263). 

It seems that Makariev does not differentiate 

correctly between the cosmopolitan self and the 

liberal unencumbered one. In his text he poses the 

following questions, citing Jeremy Waldron: 

“Could we speak of a particular identity of a person 

who ‘may live in San Francisco and be of Irish 

ancestry… learns Spanish, eats Chinese, wears 

clothes made in Korea, listens to arias by Verdi 

sung by a Maori princess on Japanese equipment, 

follows Ukrainian politics, and practices Buddhist 

meditation techniques?’... Isn’t the latter an ideali-

zation which is too strong for postmodern times 

and which should not be taken seriously or, even 

less so, considered to be a factor in defining minor-

ity policies?”
1
 Similarly, in another place, he 

writes: “For example, from a certain perspective, 

the liberal ‘unencumbered’ self may look like 

someone without true identity, someone unable to 

really love and care about other persons in their 

capacity as living human beings, rather than ab-

stract individuals.” After that, he cites Michael 

Sandel: “To imagine a person incapable of consti-

tutive attachments such as these is not conceiving 

an ideally free and rational agent but to imagine a 

person wholly without character, without moral 

depth. For to have character is to know that I move 

in a history I neither summon nor command, which 

carries consequences nonetheless for my choices 

and conduct. It draws me closer to some and more 

distant from others.”
2
 Makariev finally concludes: 

“From the opposite perspective, there is no such 

thing as a self-consistent cultural identity at all…” 

In my view, Makariev is closer to Sandel’s stand-

point. 

There are other authors of the multiculturalist 

orientation who want to establish the necessary 

                                                 
1
 Here Makariev cites Waldron 1995 

2
 Here Makariev cites Sandel 1982 

connection between fidelity to shared understand-

ings within a community in which we are born and 

our moral depth because each of us owes our iden-

tity to our social context. So Alasdair MacIntyre 

accentuates in his famous book After Virtue: “I am 

someone’s son or daughter, someone else’s cousin 

or uncle, I am a citizen of this or that city, a mem-

ber of this or that guild or profession; I belong to 

this clan, that tribe, this nation. Hence what is good 

for me has to be good for one who inhabits these 

roles. As such, I inherit from the past of my family, 

my city, my tribe, my nation, a variety of debts, 

inheritances, rightful expectations, and obligations. 

These constitute the given of my life, my moral 

starting point. This is in part what gives my life its 

own moral particularity” (MacIntyre, 2002, 220). 

It is not easy to understand the term communi-

ty used by multiculturalists and communitarians. 

MacIntyre mentions small groups, the city, but also 

a nation. Nonetheless, if we exclude communities 

of human beings that are not defined by ethnicity 

(as these groups are not relevant to my current in-

vestigation), we may focus our attention on com-

munity in the sense of an ethnic community, that is, 

“a particular people sharing a heritage of custom, 

ritual, and a way of life that is in some real or im-

agined sense immemorial, being referred back to a 

shared history and shared provenance or homeland” 

(Waldron, 1996, 96). Of course, every ethnic group 

has its cultural traditions, which are a central cate-

gory not only for multiculturalism but also for 

communitarianism. 

Both conceptions of identity are prone to criti-

cizing the cosmopolitan view, which they often 

equate with the liberal self. That is wrong. The 

cosmopolitan self and liberal “unencumbered” self 

are not on the same conceptual levels. The cosmo-

politan self is not culturally neutral: it consists of a 

mélange of different cultural fragments and, as a 

substantial identity, it belongs to ethical or consti-

tutive communities. It is a specific sort of concrete 

identity or substantial conception of the good life. 

Unlike the cosmopolitan self, the liberal self is 

culturally neutral and purely formal and, as such, 

belongs to the community of law. The liberal self 

precedes the cosmopolitan self, i.e. the legal person 

is prior to the ethical self, but that does not mean 

that individuals make their choices about the good 

life in a social vacuum. This preceding is not onto-

logical but rather normative. The identity of the 

legal person is an external abstract facade for the 

ethical person which protects it from attempts by 
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others to coercively change its identity. A liberal 

self is a self to which no particular conception of 

life corresponds. As Rainer Forst emphasizes: “To 

recognize a person as an equal bearer of rights is 

one thing; it is quite another thing to recognize this 

person as the person who he or she is in all his or 

her attributes” (Forst, 2002, 27). A different ap-

proach to this question would entail an inextricable 

confusion between legal-negative and ethical-

positive freedoms. 

The essence of the liberal system is neither an-

ti-traditionalism nor traditionalism but the preced-

ing individual’s right to choose between these al-

ternatives. This choice is not purely rational; it can 

be motivated by pre-rational, emotional, and psy-

chological factors, but it is a result of an individu-

al’s decision. Because of that, it is a realization of 

an individual’s personal freedom to act. The dignity 

of human beings implies the possibility to choose 

between different conceptions of life. Every tradi-

tion implies some rationality. Cultural traditions are 

not non-reflective in character; in other words, they 

are not an enclosed, unchangeable Universe. Their 

development requires that each is subjected to re-

thinking and review and thus modified to accom-

modate new historical circumstances so they re-

main alive. Gadamer says that “...the closed hori-

zon that is supposed to enclose a culture is an ab-

straction. The historical movement of human life 

consists in the fact that it is never utterly bound to 

any one standpoint, and hence can never have a 

truly closed horizon. The horizon is, rather, some-

thing into which we move and that moves with us. 

Horizons change for a person who is moving. Thus, 

the horizon of the past, out of which all human life 

lives and which exists in the form of tradition, is 

always in motion” (Gadamer, 1979, 271-273). Lat-

er, Gadamer says: “Understanding...is always the 

fusion of these horizons which we imagine to exist 

by themselves” (Gadamer, 1979, 273).  

I think that thesis about particular cultures as 

homogeneous entities – pure particularities – is an 

illusion, especially in the modern era of the Internet 

and new forms of traveling and communication. 

Cultural traditions are changeable identities, but 

their changes have occurred within a historically 

continuous framework whose stabler norms help 

them maintain particular characters. Thus, we could 

say that many contemporary cultures share similar 

characteristics.  

If we take this into account (although I agree 

with the opinion that observance of the customs 

and substantial values of liberalized cultures can 

lead to the creation of personalities with moral 

integrity), then we should be very careful when we 

consider the connection between a strong loyalty to 

our own culture and our strong moral character. 

Here, we must precisely differentiate between lib-

eral patriotism and fanaticism.  

It is well known that the German philosopher 

of the law, Carl Schmitt defends the ethnic purity 

of nations in his work about parliamentary democ-

racy, as exhibited by the following passage:  

Every actual democracy rests on the principle 

that not only are equals equal but unequals 

will not be treated equally. Democracy re-

quires, therefore, first homogeneity and sec-

ond – if the need arises – elimination or erad-

ication of heterogeneity. To illustrate this 

principle it is sufficient to name two different 

examples of modern democracy: contempo-

rary Turkey, with its radical expulsion of the 

Greeks and its reckless Turkish nationaliza-

tion of the country, and the Australian com-

monwealth, which restricts unwanted en-

trants through its immigration laws and like 

other dominions only takes immigrants who 

conform to the notion of a ‘right type of set-

tler’. A democracy demonstrates its political 

power by knowing how to refuse or keep at 

bay something foreign and unequal that 

threatens its homogeneity(Schmitt, 1988, 9).  

Schmitt’s radical ethnonationalism, which also 

includes a demand for ethnic cleansing, is not as 

much an expression of him elevating the German 

ethnicity to a superior level as it is an expression of 

his belief that there are irreducible differences be-

tween particular cultures. In this respect, Schmitt is 

one of the spiritual fathers of postmodernism, 

which crucially includes the tenet that the absoluti-

zation of the difference between particular cultures 

leads to a celebration of an absolute homogeneity 

inside them.  

Supporters of fanatical patriotism love their 

state irrespective of its character (Deutschland uber 

alles – Germany above all). On the contrary, repre-

sentatives of liberal patriotism love their state only 

if it provides all citizens with human rights as well 

as the individual right to choose between individu-

alistic and traditionalistic forms of life. As I have 

accentuated, liberal states in some cases can recog-

nize particular cultural and political rights of mi-

nority groups without leading to their segregation 
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and destroying basic principles of the civic state. 

Comparing these two types of patriotism, we are 

confronted with a seeming paradox. Ontological 

pluralists who celebrate the concept of the irreduci-

ble difference between particular cultures argue for 

the ethnic homogeneity of their state because that 

implies their moral depth; those who criticize the 

liberal state because it is not inclusive enough (as it 

cannot admit certain cultural differences that are 

antithetical to liberal principles) now require that 

their state should be ethno-culturally “pure,” i.e. if 

the celebration of irreducible cultural differences 

replaces liberalism as a social ordering principle 

then ethno-cultural homogeneity, rather than libera-

tion toleration, is necessary for achieving social 

harmony.  

Concerning minority ethnocultural rights 

within a state, Ernesto Laclau is right when he 

writes:  

These remarks allow us to throw some light 

on the divergent courses of action that cur-

rent struggles in defense of multiculturalism 

can follow. One possible way is to affirm, 

purely and simply, the right of the various 

cultural and ethnic groups to assert their dif-

ferences and their separate developments. 

This is the route to self-apartheid, and it is 

sometimes accompanied by the claim that 

Western cultural values and institutions are 

the preserve of white male Europeans and 

Anglo-Americans and have nothing to do 

with the identity of other groups living in the 

same territory. What is advocated in this way 

is total segregationism, the mere opposition 

of one particularism to another. Now, it is 

true that the assertion of any particular iden-

tity involves, as one of its dimensions, the af-

firmation of the right to a separate existence. 

But it is here that the difficult questions start, 

because the separation – or better, the right to 

difference – has to be asserted within a glob-

al community – that is, within a space in 

which that particular group has to coexist 

with other groups. Now, how could that co-

existence be possible without some shared 

universal value, without a sense of belonging 

to a community larger than each of the par-

ticular groups in question? (Laclau, 1995, 

93). 

The question of human moral depth is com-

plex. I am inclined toward a liberal understanding 

of traditional forms of life, although I’m critical of 

some aspects of my Serbian tradition. Adherence to 

particular customs and substantial values can, in 

my view, contribute to the moral depth of a human 

being. However, this adherence needs to be condi-

tioned and depend on the characteristics of the 

norms in question. To judge these characteristics, it 

is necessary to appeal to purely formal moral and 

legal standards. Extreme ideologies like totalitari-

anism, authoritarianism, despotism, racism, radical 

Islam, and cultural traditions that do not respect 

individual rights or that legalize barbaric customs 

like serfdom, cannot pass the negative test of uni-

versalizability. Can a person who cannot choose 

between different options be a free and responsible 

human being? One response could be that the at-

tachment people have to their community is not 

enforced but voluntary, and therefore an expression 

of freedom and responsibility. If so, why are cul-

tural traditions protected by the appropriate legal 

systems? Why would human beings, ready to die 

defending the liberal system and its form of liberty, 

lack moral integrity and dignity in their actual 

lives? Why would a cosmopolitan renounce patriot-

ic feeling for his country, a country in which he has 

equal rights as others, and at the same time be a 

citizen of the world? The desire to travel the world 

– an odyssey – does not have to exclude love for 

one's homeland. After all, Odysseus returned to his 

homeland after a great journey, where members of 

his family and his friends were waiting for him. 

Odyssey and attachment to one's home do not have 

to be conflicting concepts. 

Plamen Makariev thinks that my opinion is an 

oxymoron: “The very idea of a culturally neutral 

culture is an oxymoron…” But this misrepresents 

my view. My view is that there is an essential dif-

ference between the ethnocultural understanding of 

the nation (common language, common ethnic 

origin, shared history, fated community, etc.) and 

the liberal understanding of the ethno-culturally 

neutral nation. The basic principles of the latter 

(freedom of speech, association, expression, etc.) 

are not substantial values because they do not im-

ply concrete values human beings should realize in 

their lives to live a good life. The person as rights-

bearer exists at a more abstract level than the ethi-

cal person. To the person as rights-bearer particular 

conceptions of the good life do not apply, as no-

tions of the good life represent a linguistically, 

socially, ethnically, culturally, or historically medi-

ated subject that is outside the purview of the pure-
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ly formal subject. The person as rights-bearer is a 

part of a moral and legal normative order that 

forms and circumscribes ethical identities. Indeed: 

“Individual rights grant the ethical self constituted 

in the community the latitude to develop and the 

formal possibility to examine critically and revise 

this identity. This possibility does not have any 

direct ethical implications in the sense of particular 

individualistic ideals of the good life” (Forst, 2002, 

26). 

Although they are formal and non-teleological, 

these moral and legal principles are not value-free, 

for negative liberty has enormous value. Their val-

ues are only different in terms of their normative 

content, while the content of substantial values 

always goes beyond that of normative ones. The 

latter, regardless of whether they are metaphysical 

or contextual, always tend to be realized in actual 

human life. Since every metaphysical claim is that 

a normative system is an expression of the essence 

of all human beings, it treats the contexts of its 

norms as universal. But as already mentioned, there 

is no consensus about metaphysical truths; there-

fore, we must treat metaphysical substantial values 

as only a form of particular values, regardless of 

any ambition to universalize. 

Without this essential difference between sub-

stantial values, which are always particular, and 

non-substantial values, which are always universal 

in a formal sense, it is not possible to make a fun-

damental distinction between systems whose norms 

are rooted in this or that type of community and the 

liberal system in which the law is independent of 

the ethnocultural structure of the community or 

state. Habermas, in reference to the notion of the 

self-legislation of voluntarily associated citizens 

who are free and equal, has said: “This idea is not 

‘formal’ in the sense of being ‘value-free.’ Howev-

er, it can be fully developed in the course of consti-

tution-making processes that are not based on the 

previous choice of substantive values, but rather on 

democratic procedures. Hence, there is a justified 

presumption that the deontological idea of self-

legislation or autonomy is neutral with respect to 

worldviews, provided that the different interpreta-

tions of the self and the world are not fundamental-

ist but are compatible with the conditions of post-

metaphysical thinking…” (Habermas, 1998, 406).  

I, of course, differentiate between the theoreti-

cal model of the liberal system and the liberal sys-

tem in its empirical forms. There is no theoretical 

model that is fully realized. Still, such models help 

us to interpret an existing system adequately. The 

liberal system is by no means ideal. In my view, it 

is only less bad than other systems. It should also 

be noted that the liberal form of liberty must not be 

imposed by force; rather, the adoption of such a 

system must be the result of the freely expressed 

will of the citizens of a country. For this reason, I 

am a radical critic of military interventions that are 

allegedly humanitarian; they are, by their nature, 

deeply antiliberal. However, in both a liberal theo-

retical model and in liberal countries like America 

and France, bearers of human rights are not eth-

nocultural or religious groups but individuals. Now, 

I endorse particular polyethnic and representative 

rights of minority groups with adequate justifica-

tion – in other words, if there is a specific need that 

is satisfied by these rights, which thereby serve an 

integral function in society. While these rights may 

be justified in liberal society, this does not mean 

that they are liberal rights. Indeed, we can interpret 

such rights only as certain necessary deviations 

from the norms of liberal rights, i.e. from the logic 

of a pure liberal system. Ethnocultural or religious 

groups then transcend the liberal framework of 

civil society so that ethnocultural principles be-

come a part of the constitutive principles of the 

civil state, in which case the state then ceases to be 

an ethnically- and culturally-neutral nation-state. 

Hence, while specific minority rights may indeed 

be necessary, they cannot be interpreted as any-

thing other than antiliberal in character.  

I do not think that any system can exist without 

at least a minimum of assimilation. The entirely 

unassimilated system would be entirely inclusive – 

a utopian society. In reality, not a single state sys-

tem can resolve the question of the ‘Absolute 

Stranger.’ When broaching this question, it is key 

to acknowledge that our central concern is not 

whether it is desirable for majority groups and ‘out-

siders’ in every civilized country to establish hospi-

table relationships, but whether it is possible for 

outsiders to acquire equal citizenship. Crucially, it 

should be noted that the nature of the Absolute 

Stranger depends on the nature of the state order. 

But regardless of the specific system, the Absolute 

Stranger, justly or unjustly, cannot be a full mem-

ber of civil society.In a state that defines itself in 

terms of race, Absolute Strangers are all human 

beings who belong to racial minority groups. In a 

state that defines itself in terms of ethnocultural 

heritage, Absolute Strangers are human beings of 

another ethnic origin.. In theocratic states, a basic 
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condition for acquiring civil rights is belonging to a 

fundamentalist religion that represents the substan-

tial base of the legal system. In liberal states, Abso-

lute Strangers are members of anti-liberal groups, 

e.g. fundamentalist Islam, since their forms of life 

cannot be reproduced under a liberal legal system. 

Some examples of such forms of life include: 

the institution of slavery, mass killing of people to 

maintain despotic rule, absence of universal indi-

vidual rights, lack of women’s rights, polygamy, 

burning widows, discrimination against allegedly 

‘inferior’ races, an amalgamation of church and 

state, etc. If members of such groups refuse to 

abandon their radical antiliberal tradition to obtain 

legal status in liberal systems, they cannot acquire 

citizenship as this would result in two mutually 

incompatible legal systems existing within the lib-

eral state. So, for example, a person cannot both 

embrace French citizenship and belong to a funda-

mentalist religion since the forms of life prescribed 

by religious fundamentalism undermine the liberal 

French social order. French citizens who defend 

fundamentalism must consequently abandon its 

radical components in order for their forms of life 

to be reproduced within the framework of the 

French formal legal order. Turks in the Turkish 

state in the era of Kemal Ataturk’s rule had to do 

the same so that Turkey could become a secular 

state. Both of these examples illustrate partial inte-

gration within civil states through the assimilation 

of non-liberal groups. In these cases, assimilation 

to the liberal system has been only partial because 

these groups never completely rejected their cultur-

al traditions; they only reformed them in the name 

of liberalization.  

It bears mentioning, however, that it is difficult 

– if not impossible – to identify any particular cul-

ture which does not evolve and reform in some 

measure through contact with new cultural forms. 

Groups that are exposed to liberal social forms 

often undergo a process of liberalization. They may 

continue to follow customs and substantial values 

of their cultural traditions that are compatible with 

liberal constitutional systems while abandoning 

those practices that are not. In this way, their cul-

ture is reshaped by liberalism while simultaneously 

the forms of life that are associated with the princi-

ples of liberalism are expanded to include these 

newly liberalized practices. From this it is clear that 

liberal orders are more inclusive than non-liberal 

ones, and non-liberal systems are far more closed 

to ‘the Other’ in respect of extending citizenship. 

What about assimilation? 

Rejection of the Other by non-liberal states 

does not necessarily mean the absence of assimila-

tion. Both multiculturalists and communitarians 

insist on tight connections between personal and 

communal identity. However, this thesis requires 

such a radical reduction of individual identity in 

favor of social determinants that it leads to denial 

of individual freedom. Proponents of this thesis 

claim that personal identity is carved within the 

communal one and therefore members of such a 

community do not feel its collective practices as a 

constraint, but rather as a result of their voluntary 

consent. In other words, their identification with 

communal identity is not a consequence of force 

and manipulations by communal rulers, but a con-

sequence of their true striving to act in accordance 

with a concept created by pre-rationally determined 

shared goals and procedures of a prolonged process 

of hyper-socialization. Thus, MacIntyre believes 

that a hyper-socialized individual who is inescapa-

bly drawn to the community’s view of the good 

supersedes an atomistic individual who can choose 

only arbitrarily and therefore cannot justify its 

choice to other free wills. However, this belief is 

very problematic. If we assume that it is at all pos-

sible to realize a community or a state in which 

there exists unity between individual and collective 

interests, then we must also assume that such a 

community can only have a sphere of positive lib-

erties. The sphere of negative liberties cannot be 

present because it must be separated from the 

community or state’s interests; in such a communi-

ty or state, individual interests must be subordinat-

ed to the community or the state. This fact is denied 

by neither Hegel nor Marx, both of whom under-

take their own totalizing metaphysical projects. The 

vision of community endorsed by communitarians 

and other thinkers who designate an identity be-

tween individual and community interests thus 

raises the question: is the existence of the free will 

that can choose what to believe, how to act, and 

how to live one’s own life possible in such collec-

tive entities? 

A free individual is one whose actions corre-

spond to his or her choices. In my view, we can 

identify a person’s voluntary tie to a cultural tradi-

tion only if this tradition is self-maintaining, self-

developing, and freely adopted by its adherents, 

and is not sanctioned by any law. This does not 

mean that many or even most members of a com-

munity or state in which a particular cultural tradi-
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tion is in fact enshrined in laws cannot also volun-

tarily identify with and participate in this tradition. 

However, history has shown that such states and 

communities have had their share of dissidents, i.e. 

those who were ready to reject these forms of life 

and were unwilling to change their own in order to 

conform. Could we not then qualify the punishing 

of such dissidents for their violations of laws by 

which the cultural traditions of state communities 

have been asserted as forcible assimilation? Such 

antiliberal state communities thus subject its mem-

bers to a condition of unequal freedom. Given that 

the choice of cultural traditions which one practices 

can be either advocated or punished at an official 

institutional level, it is clear that members of these 

states have much fewer rights than others and only 

a limited freedom of self-determination.  

The laws of state communities that protect the 

unequal rights of their members cannot be cultural-

ly neutral, for human rights are always connected 

with forms of human life. The laws of these state 

communities predetermine different substantial 

contents of the life of their members. Hence, they 

have at least a potentially assimilationist character. 

In contrast, purely formal liberal laws do not prede-

termine the contents of people’s lives; they only 

constrain them. 

I am not attempting to say that there are not de 

facto forms of discrimination in liberal systems. 

However, liberal systems contain an important 

legal component that distinguishes them from other 

systems: the ability to express civil disobedience 

against all forms of discrimination and oppression. 

Of course, actions motivated by civil disobedience 

cannot eradicate tendencies towards some forms of 

discrimination, but they can certainly minimize 

them. 

Radical multiculturalism and radical communi-

tarianism as one of its forms aim at the re-

integration of what liberalism tore apart – a cultural 

tradition and a legal-constitutional order. Of 

course, there is also moderate multiculturalism, 

whose goal is not to reject liberalism but to correct 

it. As already mentioned, I am one of the scholars 

who believe that if social reality in some liberal-

democratic countries demands the introduction of 

some aspects of moderate multiculturalism then 

that reality should be acknowledged. But one 

should also not forget the fact that radical multicul-

turalism, which undermines liberal values, is in 

effect moderate multiculturalism brought to its 

ultimate logical consequences. 

Finally, unlike Makariev, I think that com-

munism as a totalitarian regime is not “norma-

tive communitarianism,” because communism is 

not based on any cultural tradition but on a new, 

non-commodity form of production.  

 

 

 

Editor: Vanja Dragutinovic, a US Citizen of 

Serbian ethnic origin, bilingual in both English 

and Serbian languages. 
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