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1 here are many different ways of maltreatinJ people and 
there are several ways of classifyinJ these. Recent moral and 
political theory has focused on four main types of maltreat- 
ment: causinJ sufferinJ, restrictinJ freedom, violatinJ riJhts, 
and perpetratinJ inMustice. These are not, of course, mutually 
e[clusive cateJories, and, moreover, each is variably inclusive, 
dependinJ on how it is interpreted. Thus the first can ranJe 
from the infliction of pain and physical inMury throuJh cruelty 
to the frustration of various kinds of leJitimate desires. The 
second can ranJe from intended interference that prevents 
aJents from reali]inJ their e[press purposes to unintended 
limitations on their possibilities of choice. The third can 
remain confined to the infrinJement of the libertarian 
individual riJhts of voluntary transfer and e[chanJe or 
e[pand to embrace the violation or lack of social, economic, 
and cultural and also Jroup-based riJhts. The fourth can be 
limited to the maldistribution of Joods or resources or 
capacities or else include other ways in which people are 
denied what is their due. 

Nor is it obvious that these cateJories are Mointly e[haustive. 
0ore recently, moral and political theorists, amonJ others, 
have souJht to formulate a further cateJory that would 
succeed in identifyinJ a kind of maltreatment that, while it can 
perhaps be accommodated within all these four, under suitably 
inclusive interpretations, is nevertheless ever more politically 
salient in virtually all contemporary societies. In particular, the 
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JrowinJ impact of cultural diversity and of new, Jroup-based 
social movements and identity politics has led many to seek 
new ways of characteri]inJ a type of maltreatment on which 
the old ways did not focus. The maltreatment is certainly not 
new but the theoretical focus upon it is. Thus various attempts 
have been made to achieve this refocusinJ of concern by 
reference to a variety of alternative concepts, such as 
�nonrecoJnition or misrecoJnition� (Taylor, 1992, p. 25), 
�cultural inMustice� ()raser, 1995, p. 71), �faces of oppression� 
that include �marJinali]ation� and �cultural imperialism� 
(<ounJ, 1990, pp. 39-65), social e[clusion, and the like. All of 
these attempts are interestinJ but each has its distinctive 
difficulties. AmonJ them are problems such as these. 0embers 
of hitherto neJlected or disadvantaJed Jroups may claim to be 
�recoJni]ed,� but how is the comparative strenJth of such 
claims to be assessed if not by principles of (distributive) 
Mustice" RecoJnitional or cultural inMustice consists in symbolic 
devaluation, but how can it normally be rectified other than by 
the redistribution of advantaJes" 0arJinali]ation and e[clu- 
sion may be acknowledJed evils, but these terms are often used 
as codes for old, familiar ones, and in usinJ them we focus only 
on brinJinJ outsiders in over the line or readMustinJ 
boundaries, while leavinJ e[istinJ patterns of inclusion and 
e[clusion intact (such as the contemporary nation-state). 

Now Avishai 0arJalit (1996) has offered us another, 
challenJinJ way of focusinJ the concerns that these attempts 
e[emplify throuJh the concept of humiliation. His suJJestion is 
that under this concept one can Jather toJether the whole 
ranJe of ways of maltreatinJ people that render a society 
whose institutions practice them less than decent. Is his 
suJJestion convincinJ" 

There are, I think, four instructive difficulties with his 
account of humiliation that, taken toJether, have the effect of 
blurrinJ the focus- assuminJ, that is, that the obMect of the 
discussion is the distinctive way of maltreatinJ people that I 
have souJht to suJJest above. In what follows I e[amine these 
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difficulties and seek to diaJnose their source. I then suJJest 
that it is only by specifyinJ a distinctive kind of humiliation 
that we can achieve a sharper focus upon the topic under 
discussion and conclude with some somewhat heretical 
thouJhts about the moral importance of humiliation and 
decency. 

The first of the four difficulties concerns the e[tension of 
humiliation as 0arJalit interprets it. In the course of The 
Decent Society he offers many e[amples, e[amples that are 
clearly intended as intuitively compellinJ instances of the sorts 
of humiliation that a decent society would not permit. AmonJ 
such e[amples are the followinJ: the story of Uncle Tom, the 
�touJheninJ� of Israeli army recruits that involved mimickinJ 
their vomitinJ and stammerinJ, the tormentinJ of -ews in the 
Diaspora and their deJradation in the camps, the reMection of 
their subMects by colonial reJimes, second-class citi]enship and 
systematic discrimination in civil riJhts, the insultinJ of a black 
student in the United States by what was taken to be racist 
abuse, initiation rites involvinJ deJradation, the banninJ of 
headscarves in a )rench school, the media invasion of Katerina 
%lum
s privacy, the Stalinist invasions of privacy, intimacy, and 
friendship, dehumani]inJ treatment of prisoners, consiJninJ 
paupers to poorhouses, the deJradations of homelessness and 
e[treme poverty, beinJ subMect to a terrori]inJ, coercive 
protection racket by the 0afia, the infliction of biblical 
punishments by KinJ David and Adoni-be]ek, and the 
treatment of hired Arab workers by Israeli kibbut]im and of 
illeJal 0e[ican immiJrants by their U.S employers. 

The problem this list poses is its sheer heteroJeneity. Is 
there really an underlyinJ concept that captures what all these 
instances of maltreatment share and that thereby reveals Must 
what comprises the sinJle wronJ they do their various victims" 
In tryinJ to answer this Tuestion, 0arJalit raises the second 

difficulty that (like the third and fourth) concerns the 
intension of his proposed concept of humiliation. 

His answer is that there are 
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three elements that constitute humiliation, or, if you will, three 
senses of the term 
humiliation
: (1) treatinJ human beinJs as if 
they were not human- as beasts, machines, or subhumans� (2) 
performinJ actions that manifest or lead to loss of basic control� 
and (3) reMectinJ a human beinJ from the �)amily of 0an� 
(1996, p. 144). 

These are not, he claims, �three separate meaninJs but merely 
three different senses with close links to one another� (p. 146). 
0arJalit
s arJument for this last claim is twofold. )irst, that (3) 
�contains� (2), with (3) stressinJ the inMurer
s point of view and 
(2) underlininJ �the standpoint of the humiliated.� And 
second, that there are �close links� between (3) and (1). I do 
not find these claims or these arJuments convincinJ. )or it 
seems obvious that reMection (that is, �an e[treme case of 
insult�) may or may not involve �the deliberate infliction of 
utter loss of freedom and control over one
s vital interests� 
while to say that the latter entails the former is only to assert 
that such an infliction is an inMury to human diJnity. And, 
likewise, (1) may or may not constitute the ways in which 
people
s �humanity� is reMected, and, moreover, as 0arJalit 
acknowledJes, there are certainly conte[ts in which treatinJ 
people as animals or machines (or as numbers)- as in 
operatinJ theaters or sports competitions- is both appropriate 
and desirable. )urthermore, neither (1) nor (2) helps to make 
clearer what 0arJalit claims to be the focus of his book, 
namely �the humiliation of encompassinJ Jroups by the 
institutions of the society� (p. 277). 

This leads me directly to the third difficulty, which consists 
in an attempt by 0arJalit to narrow down his notion of 
humiliation (and thus the decent society) by restrictinJ its 
application to institutional practices, as opposed to �relation- 
ships between individuals� (which, if they are not humiliatinJ, 
imply a �civili]ed� rather than a decent society). He comments 
that this is the distinction between a macro- and a microethical 
concept, suJJestinJ that his concern is with �the setup of the 
society as a whole� (p. 2). At first siJht, this distinction and 
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conceptual choice seem reasonable enouJh, even if, as he 
himself admits, there are �borderline cases where it is not clear 
whether speakers should be considered to be speakinJ in their 
own name or in the name of the institution� (p. 171), as when 
university professors speak as teachers. %ut, behind this 
admission and debatable e[ample there lies a deeper issue. )or 
conflicts where humiliation is at work often involve conflictinJ 
interpretations of Must how individuals
 speech and actions are 
to be considered. Doubtless -ews in prewar Austria or Poland 
were relatively unimpressed by the thouJht that the widely 
various forms of antisemitism then prevalent were Must so many 
individual opinions. )rom the perspective of those subMect to it, 
humiliation can look distinctly unified. 2f course such unity 
can be e[aJJerated and even invented. I am certainly not 
suJJestinJ that every interpretation is as Jood as every other 
and that there is nothinJ like a truth of the matter to be 
attained here. 2n the other hand, it cannot be confined to a 
�concrete description of institutions� (p. 1) and must also 
embrace the culturally patterned if variously interpretable 
speech and behavior of individuals. Institutions are not the 
only, and often not the maMor, factor that Jenerates macro- 
effects out of microbehavior, shapinJ �the set-up of society 
as a whole.� &onsider, for e[ample, GeorJe 2rwell
s rich 
description of colonial humiliation in his %urmese Days (1934) 
in which the varieties of racism amonJ the Europeans and of 
corruption amonJ the %urmese are both more siJnificant 
than, and e[planatory of, the Europeans
 &lub
s e[clusion of 
non whites. 

The fourth difficulty has already arisen in our discussion of 
the third. )rom which point of view are we to identify 
humiliation" :hat counts as decisive evidence that we are 
facinJ a case of humiliation" Not, it appears, the intentions of 
the putative perpetrators. )or, as 0arJalit writes, 

since we are concerned with institutional humiliation- whose 
aJents are clerks, police, soldiers, prison wardens, teachers, 
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social workers, MudJes, and all the other aJents of authority- we 
can iJnore the subMective intentions of the humiliators in 
e[amininJ whether their actions are deJradinJ (p. 12�). 

(2n the other hand, and contradictinJ this, he writes of the 
�humiliatinJ motive of pity . . . which motivates the charity 
society� >p. 235@). Nor is the matter to be decided by the 
feelinJs of the putatively humiliated: �the psycholoJical sense 
of humiliation does not entail that the person who feels 
humiliated has a sound reason for this feelinJ� (p. 9). So, for 
e[ample, the �Tuestion is not whether poor people feel 
humiliated, but whether they have a sound reason for feelinJ 
that way� (p. 226). After all, people may be paranoid or 
strateJic in claiminJ to be humiliated� and, conversely, they 
may, like -ews in the Diaspora, have subtle ways of avoidinJ 
such feelinJs. 

How, then, are we to identify such �sound reasons�" How 
are we to know �whether the victim has a sound reason for 
considerinJ himself humiliated, that is, for considerinJ his 
self-respect to have been diminished in his own eyes� (p. 121)" 
0arJalit
s answer is that his sense of humiliation is normative, 
not psycholoJical, and to point to the elements or senses of 
�humiliation� indicated above as constitutinJ the appropriate 
criteria� treatment as non- or subhuman, e[treme deprivation 
of freedom, and reMection from the human family. %ut this is 
only to push the Tuestion one step further back. It is, of 
course, easy to adduce e[amples, such as most of those cited 
above, whose humiliatinJ nature is not subMect to serious 
doubt. %ut in this matter it is the easy cases that make bad law. 
The hard Tuestion is: How do we decide cases where it is not 
widely obvious that there are sound reasons for . diminished 
self-respect, where the Tuestion of how to interpret harsh 
treatment or restricted freedoms or social e[clusion is in 
dispute" 

This Tuestion only becomes more acute when we attend to a 
further, important aspect of 0arJalit
s concept of humiliation, 
namely its symbolic character. He observes that humiliation as 
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loss of control has �the symbolic element which e[presses the 
victim
s subordination� (p. 147), that Jroups can be e[cluded 
from �symbolic citi]enship� when symbols are �directed aJainst 
a minority,� renderinJ that minority �liable ... to feel actively 
reMected by the society� (pp. 15�, 169), and that reliJious 
rituals are very important to a decent society (in contrast to the 
basic institutions of a Rawlsian Must society) because of their 
symbolic power to define who are and who are not full 
members of the community. %ut symbolism (above all, 
reliJious symbolism) is paradiJmatically subMect to diverse and 
contendinJ interpretations. And so our Tuestion is posed once 
more: :hen this is so, how are we to decide which is the 
correct or �sound� interpretation" How are we to determine 
when it is true to claim that a society
s practices symboli]e 
humiliatinJ subordination, reMection, or e[clusion" 

All these four difficulties stem from the assumptions that 
�humiliation� names what is common to all those autonomy- 
reducinJ and e[clusionary practices that diminish self-respect, 
that they can be identified from a bird
s-eye view of such 
practices across societies in time and space, and that only if 
these various practices diminish self-respect in the same or 
related ways can we distinJuish the human from the sub- and 
nonhuman in a normatively siJnificant way. I am not 
convinced that this is a fruitful set of assumptions. :hat 
underlies them is 0arJalit
s �humanism� that, in a revealinJ 
footnote (p. 295), he defends aJainst Roland %arthes
s 
presumed charJe of �humanistic sentimentality� by assertinJ 
that he uses the phrase �)amily of 0an� to endow the human 
species with moral siJnificance. Thus he distinJuishes the 
rankinJ involved in self-esteem and social honor from the 
eJalitarian notions or self-respect and human diJnity, the 
�honour that everyone deserves in eTual measure� (p. 43). 
Humiliation is �inMury to human diJnity� (p. 262). Now I 
suJJest that the better way to evade the charJe of sentimental- 
ity here is to address less abstract Tuestions than �:hat is 
humiliation"� and from a standpoint closer to live contempo- 
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rary conflicts about which practices and institutions are 
humiliatinJ and why. This is not to arJue aJainst the need to 
articulate abstract principles, but rather to suJJest that they 
may best emerJe from the clash of interpretations and 
arJuments around less abstract Tuestions. 

AmonJ such Tuestions are the followinJ: How should a 
nonhumiliatinJ society treat Jroups and collectivities to which 
its members belonJ" :hich Jroups should such a society 
recoJni]e as leJitimate and in what ways" :hich should it 
reMect and in what ways" Is it possible to be human without the 
stamp of at least one encompassinJ Jroup" In fact, all these 
Tuestions are raised, and the last one e[plicitly posed (p. 142), 
in The Decent Society, whose focus (to repeat) is meant, 
accordinJ its author, to be �on the humiliation of encompass- 
inJ Jroups by the institutions of the society.� The answers 
offered are, however, disappointinJly meaJer since they 
enJaJe insufficiently with the alternatives that are currently on 
offer in contemporary political and academic debates about 
such pressinJ Tuestions, thouJh there is much in the book that 
can help us to reflect further about them. To the first Tuestion 
0arJalit
s answer is cultural tolerance, with �a presumption . . . 
in favour of the interpretation Jiven by vulnerable minorities 
as to the humiliatinJ nature of the Jestures directed at them� 
(p. 1�3). To the second Tuestion his broad answer is what he 
calls �encompassinJ Jroups�- anonymous Jroups that have a 
common character or culture encompassinJ many aspects of 
life, acTuired by its members and markinJ their lifestyles, 
membership of which is partly a matter of mutual recoJnition, 
is important for its members
 self-identification to others, and 
is a matter of belonJinJ rather than achievement (pp. 13�-40). 
His (Herderian) view is that �different encompassinJ Jroups 
reflect different ways of beinJ human� (p. 143), but he offers 
no principle for decidinJ which such Jroups (and which ways 
of beinJ human) should be recoJni]ed as leJitimate, nor does 
he indicate what practical measures (special resource alloca- 
tions, Jroup-based riJhts, special forms of political representa- 
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tion, and so on) would constitute appropriate recoJnition. Nor, 
conversely, does he indicate how to MudJe which Jroups should 
be reJarded as �valueless� other than by e[amples (the Na]is, 
the criminal underworld) or whether or how they should be 
dealt with. As for the last Tuestion, his answer is to concede 
that, �Must as there are eclectic artists, there are cosmopolitan 
people who do not belonJ to any encompassinJ Jroup� (p. 
143), but they are allotted only one sole sentence in his 299 
paJes. 

Perhaps a helpful way of approachinJ these Tuestions is 
throuJh the concept of ascriptive humiliation. %y this I intend a 
kind of maltreatment that consists in domination that results in 
distinctive kinds of inMustice. %y �domination� I mean to refer 
to the systematic use of power in a social conte[t of uneTual 
power relations. In such a conte[t ascriptive humiliation 
consists in mistreatinJ people by means of ascription, in the 
classical socioloJical sense of the term: that is, by reference to 
statuses that are assiJned to individuals, identifyinJ what 
individuals are, not what they do, such as �attributes of se[, 
aJe, intelliJence, physical characteristics, status in relational 
systems, e.J., collectivity memberships� (Parsons, 1951, p. 64). 

The more overt form of this is discrimination, which consists 
in the denial of socially valued advantaJes throuJh practices 
that rely on markinJ out specific ascriptive cateJories of 
persons for unfair treatment. These practices can consist in 
positive actions or omissions and they may be deliberate or 
unconsidered and routine. E[amples are specific acts of a 
racist or se[ist or otherwise discriminatory sort, as when a 
woman or a black person is denied a Mob or a promotion or an 
apartment because of preMudice, or a state disfavors an ethnic 
community in its distribution of funds, or (once more) the 
Europeans
 &lub in 2rwell
s novel continues not to elect 
nonwhites. Any of these miJht be claimed to be idiosyncratic 
or systematic (and, as suJJested above, decidinJ between these 
can be a deep interpretive issue), and if systematic we may 
speak of structural discrimination. A distinct form of structural 
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discrimination occurs when orJani]ations use intrinsically 
bias-free selection procedures (say, for entry to medical school) 
that in fact have a disproportionately adverse effect on 
ascriptively identified Jroups. Standardi]ed testinJ, hirinJ 
throuJh personal connections, and retirement based on 
seniority often have such an adverse impact. Each of these 
forms of discrimination reinforces the other: past acts of 
discrimination make bias-free procedures less effective, while 
institutional discrimination makes actinJ on preMudice more 
respectable. 

Discrimination can be seen as the withholdinJ of recoJni- 
tion: the refusal to accept as �normal� persons who, as the 
result of some ascribed attribute, are thereby marJinali]ed and 
unMustly e[cluded from social advantaJes to which they would 
otherwise be entitled. 2n the other hand, in hierarchically 
differentiated societies, Joverned by hierarchical principles of 
Mustice, those discriminated aJainst, such as untouchables, are 
treated as �normal,� bottom-of-the-heap people. The specific 
harm done to those discriminated aJainst is in addition to the 
denial of advantaJes resultinJ from discrimination (such as the 
Mob, or promotion, or apartment, or fundinJ, or admission to 
the Europeans
 &lub or to medical school), since the reason for 
the denial is demeaninJ to those discriminated aJainst. They 
suffer the additional inMustice (which may not be officially 
recoJni]ed as such in a hierarchically differentiated society) of 
reMection from the dominant culture of mutual recoJnition. 
0oreover, the material disadvantaJe that discrimination 
creates symboli]es the ascriptive humiliation that brinJs it 
about. 

RectifyinJ these kinds of discrimination can take either of 
three forms. )irst, it can be personally oriented, JivinJ the 
victims what was wronJfully denied them, thouJh this will not 
apply to institutional discrimination, where there are normally 
no identifiable victims. 2r second, it can be Jroup-oriented, as 
in the form of affirmative action, which has the effect of 
focusinJ on and thereby helpinJ to reinforce and perpetuate 
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the salience of the victims
 ascribed status. 2r third, it can aim 
to be �transformative,� seekinJ to deconstruct or deemphasi]e 
the role of the discrimination-enJenderinJ ascriptions in the 
society
s culture and institutions. 

The less overt form of ascriptive humiliation is sometimes 
referred to as coloni]ation, sometimes as cultural imperialism (it 
used to be called heJemony in Antonio Gramsci
s sense). This 
consists in �the universali]ation of a dominant Jroup
s or na- 
tion
s e[perience and culture, and its establishment as the norm,� 
renderinJ invisible the perspective of the oppressed while si- 
multaneously stereotypinJ them as �other� (<ounJ, 1990, p. 
59). In Jenuinely colonial conte[ts, it employs the full panoply 
of power mechanisms, as the black poet Aim« &«saire observed 
when he wrote, �I am talkinJ of millions of men who have been 
skillfully inMected with fear, inferiority comple[es, trepidation, 
servility, despair, abasement.� These words are Tuoted by )rant] 
)anon at the very beJinninJ of his Peau noir, masTues blancs 
(%lack Skin, :hite 0asks� 1970, p. 7). In this and other works 
)anon e[plored the psycholoJical, political, and social dimen- 
sions of this form of humiliation and the intimate relations 
between lanJuaJe, personality, se[uality, and political e[peri- 
ence, in the conte[t of the struJJle for independence and the 
postcolonial e[perience in AlJeria and elsewhere in Africa. 

&oloni]ation however can be Jiven a more Jeneral meaninJ 
and in that sense can be seen in societies where dominant 
Jroups, in control of the means of interpretation and 
communication, proMect their own e[perience as representative 
of humanity as such. The culturally dominated are thus 
parado[ically both marked out by stereotypes and rendered 
invisible. They are defined by the dominant culture, which 
they both internali]e and reMect and they thus e[perience a 
kind of �double consciousness� (as Gramsci noted) that the 
black American political thinker :. E. %. Du %ois described as 
�this sense of always lookinJ at one
s self throuJh the eyes of 
others, of measurinJ one
s soul by the tape of a world that 
looks on in amused contempt and pity� (Tuoted in <ounJ, 
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1990, p. 60). This double consciousness appears when such 
internali]ed ways of interpretinJ the world that devalue and 
stereotype the members of a Jroup are, however inarticulately, 
put in Tuestion by them. And once such TuestioninJ becomes 
overt and Jenerali]ed, we have the basis for alternative 
cultures of recoJnition. 

The inMustice of this kind of ascriptive humiliation is, so to 
speak, the usurpation of its victims
 point of view by the 
dominant culture. It has been well described by Iris 0arion 
<ounJ as consistinJ in the fact �that the oppressed Jroup
s 
own e[perience and interpretation of social life finds little 
e[pression that touches the dominant culture, while the same 
culture imposes on the oppressed Jroup its e[perience and 
interpretation of social life� (1990, p. 90). RectifyinJ it can only 
involve enablinJ its obMects to become subMects, doubtless 
involvinJ ascriptively based cultural self-assertion and identity 
politics. 

TurninJ to the Tuestions raised above, in the liJht of this 
analysis of ascriptive humiliation, various answers suJJest 
themselves. A nonhumiliatinJ society will avoid discrimina- 
tion, both culturally patterned and institutional, directed 
aJainst the Jroups and collectivities to which its members 
belonJ. How it will seek to remedy such discrimination where 
it e[ists is, of course, politically controversial. In particular, as 
Nancy )raser has arJued (1995), there is a tension between 
ascription-fosterinJ and ascription-transcendinJ policies. A 
nonhumiliatinJ society will also aim at reducinJ the scope of 
coloni]ation. The cultural and political self-assertion of the 
hitherto coloni]ed or partly coloni]ed will, of course, foster the 
role of ascriptive values. So far as state polices are concerned, 
here too there is a political choice between policies that 
encouraJe the flourishinJ of ascriptive differences and 
individualist and meritocratic policies that seek to reduce their 
scope. 

As for the Tuestion of which Jroups a nonhumiliatinJ society 
will recoJni]e as leJitimate and in what ways, the appropriate 
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answer is both wider and narrower than 0arJalit
s. :ider 
since we refer to all ascriptive Jroups, not Must �encompassinJ� 
ones: all those Jroups to which individuals ascribe themselves 
as belonJinJ. %ut also narrower, since it will not recoJni]e as 
leJitimate Jroups to which people are assiJned by dominant 
Jroups but to which they do not themselves subscribe� nor will 
it view favorably Jroups that themselves ascriptively humiliate 
by practicinJ discrimination or heJemony over others. As for 
the ways in which recoJnition may be Jranted, this is, once 
more, in political contention, some arJuinJ for selective 
Jroup-favorinJ policies and even entrenched riJhts (as for 
national minorities, for instance� see Kymlicka, 1995), while 
others arJue that constitutions, laws, and even state policies 
should be, so far as possible, ascription-blind. 

:hich kinds of Jroup are illeJitimate" The answer is: those 
that are only the constructs of official or dominant labelinJ 
and those that themselves ascriptively humiliate� but also those 
that act in other ways unMustly, by restrictinJ the civil and 
political liberties of their own members or of others. :hat 
measures should be taken aJainst them is, once more, 
politically contentious and will also vary dependinJ upon the 
Jrounds for declarinJ them illeJitimate. Thus, for e[ample, as 
Kymlicka has arJued (1995), some Jroups miJht need to be 
restrained by the state from enforcinJ internal restrictions on 
their members while TualifyinJ for some form of e[ternal 
protection from other Jroups or the wider society. 

)inally, what about the Tuestion of cosmopolitanism" 0ust 
human beinJs belonJ to at least one encompassinJ Jroup, such 
as a nation" 0ust they have a deep bond to a lanJuaJe and a 
cultural community in order to flourish" The contrary 
assumption- that human proJress reTuired the Jradual 
e[tinction of national communities- was a commonplace amonJ 
EnliJhtenment cosmopolitans, such as &ondorcet and Voltaire, 
and subseTuently amonJ most liberals and 0ar[ists and other 
socialists until relatively recently. Their common animus 

aJainst the national principle was directed aJainst its particu- 
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larist focus on ascriptive Jroup identity. Liberals have often 
seen this as incompatible with the promotion of individual 
choice and the value of individual autonomy. 2n the other 
hand, liberals have often tended in practice to be nationalists, 
and most recently several writers, amonJ whom Professor 
0arJalit is prominent, have made the case for liberal 
nationalism, arJuinJ that a national conte[t is not only 
compatible with but even a precondition for individual 
freedom. 

This view has been challenJed by -eremy :aldron, who 
arJues for �the cosmopolitan alternative,� maintaininJ that in 
the contemporary world, �people live in a kaleidoscope of 
culture� and that 

It can no lonJer be said that all people need their rootedness in 
the particular culture in which they and their ancestors were 
reared in the way that they need food, clothinJ and shelter. . . . 
Such immersion may be somethinJ that particular people like 
and enMoy. %ut they can no lonJer claim that it is somethinJ that 
they need. . . . The collapse of the Herderian arJument based on 
distinctively human need seriously undercuts any claim that 
minority cultures miJht have to special support or assistance or 
to e[traordinary provision or forbearance. At best, it leaves the 
riJht to culture rouJhly on the same footinJ as the riJht to 
reliJious freedom (1995, pp. 99, 100). 

&ultures, :aldron maintains, are, in any case, not distinct 
wholes: in our Jlobali]inJ world of incessant cultural e[- 
chanJe, one cannot say where one beJins and another ends, so 
that they could only be preserved artificially and inauthenti- 
cally, by defininJ them in terms of a common ethnic source 
and cuttinJ them off from cultural enrichment and diversifi- 
cation (1995, p. 107). To this Kymlicka responds by denyinJ 
that national cultures must have such a basis and claiminJ that 
they can be pluralistic and open to new ideas and practices, 
and arJuinJ for protectinJ and affirminJ such cultures as the 
best conte[t for EnliJhtenment values of freedom and 
democracy (forthcominJ). 



50 S2&IAL RESEAR&H 

I shall not here discuss this important and ramifyinJ debate 
other than by observinJ that what I have called ascriptive 
humiliation can have another interpretation that is worth 
drawinJ attention to in the conte[t of the JrowinJ preoccupa- 
tion with identity politics. )or any Jiven ascriptive JroupinJ 
will consist in a variety of different types of person. There will 
be identifiers, but there will also be Tuasi-identif¯ers, semi- 
identifiers, non-identifiers, e[-identifiers, trans-identifiers and 
anti-identifiers. Adherents of identity politics speak only for 
and to the first, and, unless ascriptive Jroups do remain 
thorouJhly pluralistic and open, they can represent a 
considerable danJer to the rest of us. 

I conclude with some remarks about the danJers of takinJ 
humiliation and decency too seriously. Professor 0arJalit 
claims, reasonably, that �pluralistic societies, which encouraJe 
competinJ forms of life, are most likely to be in a constant state 
of tension between criticism and reMection� (1996, p. 1�1). He 
also claims, in my view less reasonably, that �there must be a 
presumption in a decent society in favour of the interpretation 
Jiven by vulnerable minorities as to the humiliatinJ nature of 
the Jestures directed at them� (p. 1�3). 2nce more, we face 
the Tuestion of who is to decide a tricky interpretive problem. 
I am not sure that I trust the vulnerable always, or even 
usually, to Jet it riJht. )or what makes them vulnerable" 2nce 
more, it is easy to list e[amples of victims of racism or other 
kinds of persecution whose claims to such a presumption are 
indubitable. %ut what about those who are especially vulnera- 
ble to insult and offense because of their doJmatic beliefs or 
their passionate temperaments or the opportunities for 
mobili]ation such vulnerability may afford them" 

0any forms of criticism risk JivinJ offense. Satirical humor 
cannot avoid it. Is a decent society to do without them, or keep 
them under strict control" 2r should a decent society make 
space for indecency (and thus for Dean Swift and Lenny 
%ruce) and for encouraJinJ the unfashionable virtue of robust 
self-confidence in the face of alternative ways of life" 
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