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Multiplicity? or Singularity? Critical

Reflections on Multiculturalism and Cultural Identity

Kelly Chien-hui Kuo™

Abstract

Taiwan has been increasingly recognized as a multicultural society.
There are Han and Hakka peoples, immigrants, Aborigines.
The development of official public policies and strategies based on
multiculturalism has had some effect on many aspects of the interests of
the multicultural minorities. Multiculturalism is conceived as an
alternative vision of cultural strategy whose objective is to resist cultural
supremacy and to focus on the equality of different representations among
cultures. However, multiculturalism is beset with many ambiguities and
perplexities.

From what positions is multiculturalism spoken of? Who defines
which cultures should exist in this multicultural matrix? Can
multiculturalism retain cultural solipsism, maintain cultural boundaries
and at the same time subvert this solipsism in order to reach a wide
understanding and tolerance of the cultural differences of the other and
create a coherent society? What scenarios are the repressed and unspoken
subaltern groups having or what will they have along the road of
multiculturalism’s continued developments? Can multiculturalism be a
generator of cultural diversity and avoid cultural hybridisation?

This paper points out the problematic principles of multiculturalism in
terms of cultural solipsism and separatism. It argues that the
multiculturalist ideas of cultural diversity do not transform a
subject-position, and therefore fail in re-interpreting cultural identity in a
different grid. Cultural difference, particularly concerned with
unspeakable or unspoken subjectivities, has not been sufficiently decoded
in the discourse of multiculturalism. The question here is not only “can the

" Assistant Professor, Department of Architecture and Landscape Architecture,
Nanhua University, Taiwan
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subaltern speak?” but also “what can they speak of themselves?” If
multiculturalism cannot successfully create a space for subaltern groups, it
simply becomes an accomplice to cultural imperialism.

Keywords: multiculturalism, solipsism, separatism, cultural
identity
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Accordingly, multicultural heterogeneity (of the self-critical variety)
first encourages and enables interactive and intersecting multiplicities in
social and subject positions. It thus gives voice to, and works to clear an
institutional space for, that which might otherwise be eclipsed or effaced.
Second, it makes possible the living out of variety, imparting
contextualized nuance and specificity to the general and the various. Third,
it is committed critically to satisfying the excitement and desirability of
the new, of multiple, and diffuse possibilities. In this sense, multicultural
heterogeneity is a generator of other (hybrid and novel) possibilities
alongside the old, established, and familiar. It thus serves to limit the
entrenchment of canonical values and establishing power (...)
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The full unified, completed, secure and coherent identity is a
fantasy. Instead, as the systems of meaning and cultural
representation multiply, we are confronted by a bewildering,
fleeting multiplicity of possible identities, any one of which we
could identify with — at least temporarily (Hall - 1992 :277) .
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Multiculturalism ... is understood at its most simplistic to mean
exposure to different cultures. Simple exposure, however, is
absolutely meaningless without a reconsideration and
restructuring of the ways in which knowledge is organized,
disseminated, and used to support unequal power relations
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A transparent norm is constituted, a norm given by host society or
dominant culture, which says that ‘these other cultures are fine, but
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