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Horizontal Transcendence, and the perspective it offers in the multicultural situation

The paper is inspired by the socio-political problems around multiculturalism present-day Europe is confronted with. The recent changes in the perception of migrants in the Netherlands will form my starting point. The aim of the paper is to show that Luce Irigaray’s notion of transcendence is significant for dealing with the question of integration. In what follows, I will first sketch the current debate in The Netherlands, and secondly show in what respects Irigaray’s work is relevant for this debate.

Changes in the perception of migrants

The last decade in the Netherlands a shift has taken place in the perception of cultural and religious minorities. These minorities are for the largest part Turkish, Moroccan, Surinam and Antillean, and Moslem (see Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2006). The shift in perception of migrants partly is the result of the two political murders we witnessed, namely of politician Pim Fortuyn and film director, television producer, and publicist Theo van Gogh. I do not mean to say that these murders are the cause of shifts in the perception of migrants in Dutch society. Rather the violent death of both men functions as a marker within public discussion for the changes in perception of migrants.

Populist Pim Fortuyn became the spokesmen of voices in society that so far didn’t articulate themselves, namely political incorrect voices that are critical of the ‘islamisation’ of Dutch society. He was murdered in 2002 by a left environmentalist, who considered Fortuyn to be dangerous for the deprived within society. 

The immediate cause for the murder of Van Gogh was the film he made together with Dutch politician Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a migrant from the Somali Republic. In this film a naked woman in a transparent veil complains to Allah that the Koran argues for the battery of women. The film is highly controversial among Moslems. Van Gogh was murdered in 2004 by a Dutch Moslem-extremist who claims to have acted out of belief. 

Both men articulated the tensions that the multicultural situation brought about in The Netherlands. Van Gogh in his appearances on TV and in his columns in papers and magazines very much disturbed the so cherished Dutch tolerance, and therewith gave expression - just as Fortuyn – to the populist sentiments against migrants, and specifically against Moslems. The already existing tensions within society received a voice and at the same time were reinforced in this way. 

The changes in the perception of migrants are related to changes in Dutch policy. The Netherlands can be seen as exemplar of the western nation state that in the eighties until mid-nineties changed its former multicultural policy into a policy that aims at individual integration (see Entzinger 2003, Korteweg 2006). Whereas the aim of multiculturalism formerly was seen as a responsibility for authorities and institutions within society, recently the responsibility for integration has been put in the hands of newcomers. That leads to a public debate in which the degree of integration of migrants in society is measured, and in which measures are debated to improve the degree of integration of different groups of migrants. 

In this debate, two main arenas are noticeable, namely gender and religion. Religion is seen as one of the main causes of failing integration. The identification of migrants with their own cultural and religious background would prevent them to become part of, and be loyal to Dutch society. Although some also consider religion a positive instrument for integration (because it can help to found democratic values and pluralism), conservative voices that are more dominant in public discussion consider religion as one of the main obstacles for integration. The other arena in the struggle over integration is gender, or more specifically the subordination of women. A growing part of the Dutch citizens fear that Moslem culture threatens the gained freedoms of Dutch society, in particular freedoms in the field of gender and sexuality (i.e., the position of women, but also homosexuality). The dominant way of thinking is more and more that migrants can only integrate within Dutch society when they take over the views on secularisation and gender relations that are presumed to form the foundation of being-Dutch (see Korteweg 2006). That implies that integration in the now common form, in which it is directed towards cultural integration instead of economic, and in which it is the individual’s responsibility instead of part of a policy of collective emancipation, is a disguise for assimilation. In this strong form of assimilation, which was the policy of the former government, the normative superiority of a presumed national identity is assumed. However, there is still hope. Since a few months, The Netherlands have a new left-Christian government, that has an open eye for solidarity within society. The expectation is that this government will somewhat revision the former government’s policy of assimilation. 

Whereas the notions of ‘Dutch national identity’ and ‘Dutch culture’ some years ago didn’t seem to exist for Dutch people, in recent discussions in the media and in the political arena, it is a recurring theme. Central values in this constructed notion of national identity are secularisation and the equality of man and woman. Thus, issues that are considered as private within liberalism, such as religion and gender relations, gain public interest. With respect to the notion of ‘Dutch culture’ Seyla Benhabib’s argument in The Claims of Culture (2002) is important, namely that cultures should not be considered as fixed entities, but as changing and adapting to new situations. It implies that something like ‘Dutch culture’ cannot be considered as an already existing whole, to which newcomers should adapt, but that newcomers with their background culture and religion change the hegemonic culture, and that we are all influenced by this new construct of culture.

Irigaray’s notion of horizontal transcendence 

Against this background, I would like to suggest a notion that is developed by Luce Irigaray, namely horizontal transcendence. Horizontal transcendence calls for the openness to, and respect for others that we desperately need in the multicultural situation. I what follows, I will first work out the notion, and then return to its fruitfulness within the multicultural situation (see also Halsema, forthcoming)


Irigaray perhaps is not the first feminist thinker that comes to mind for a reflection on multiculturalism. One of the problems with her notion of sexual difference that is often noted, is that it concentrates on gender and leaves other differences, such as ethnicity aside. Yet, in her late works, Between East and West (2002) and Democracy Begins Between Two (2000), Irigaray shows more openness for other differences than sexual difference. She claims that sexual difference can also bring about openness for other cultures, and that a culture that cultivates relations of sexual difference will also better facilitate multiculturalism, and stimulate relations between cultures, races, and traditions. The reason is that difference in itself is recognized and valued in such a culture (see also Deutscher 2002).


Irigaray, especially in her late works, also aims at a notion of transcendence that is not restricted to one religious truth, or connected to one single tradition (2004). Her earlier work introduces this thought. In ‘Divine women’ Irigaray interprets God in the context of identity-formation: God forms a horizon, a mirror for becoming, for developing into perfection (1993, p. 61). Following up on Feuerbach’s thesis that God is the essence of mankind that is seen and honoured as an object outside of us, she  interprets God as the infinite that women and men need in order to develop ourselves. “In order to become, it is essential to have a gender or an essence (…) as horizon,” she claims (1993, p. 61). And “in order to become, we need some shadowy perception of achievement; not a fixed objective, not a One postulated to be immutable but rather a cohesion and a horizon that assures us the passage between past and future, the bridge of a presence that remembers,…” (1993, p. 67). Here horizontal transcendence gains its first significance, as the horizon of values and ideal images we need in order to develop ourselves. It is a horizon that transcends us. The content of this horizon – the particular values and ideal images that form it - can differ from individual to individual. Yet, we consider it to transcend our individual perspective. Apart from transcending our individual perspective, the horizon also forms an utopian ideal for our actions, that gives direction to our lives because it denotes a sense of what we, each individually, consider ‘the good life’. 


Apart from this horizon of values and ideal images that we need in order to ‘become’, in Irigaray’s work also another, more specific notion of horizontal transcendence can be found, that considers the other as transcendent to the self.  She claims that “by measuring every subjectivity in relation to a Wholly Other, our tradition has underestimated the importance of the alterity of the other with whom I enter into relation every day” (2004, p. 189). And: “Our relations between two have been limited to the man-God relationship; we have not sufficiently cultivated them between us” (2004, p. 181). These formulations show that it is not only in relationship to an abstract Other, such as God, that we can become, but that also the everyday other can help us to develop fully into ourselves. The other that differs from the self is transcendent to the self. Irigaray writes: “I cannot completely identify you, even identify with you.” “You are irreducible to me, inaccessible in a way”. “I cannot know you in thought or in flesh” (1996, p. 103). Horizontal transcendence thus implies the transcendence of the everyday other to the self, that calls for respect for that other.

Of course within the multicultural situation respect for others is of vital relevance. However, Irigaray’s notion is not so much interesting because the main accent in her work is on the other, but rather because she draws the consequences for the self. In order to be able to respect the other, the self must be acknowledge its limitations. Irigaray considers self-limitation to be the condition for the possibility of recognising the other’s alterity. Before being able to recognise the other as other the self needs to accept its limits, both in the field of knowing and feeling. Thereby the self can start respecting what escapes its grasp, the mystery of otherness. Thus, what Irigaray appeals to is an ethical attitude of limitation of the self, of “not being all”, of finiteness, which opens the individual for what else there is. 

Horizontal transcendence in the multicultural situation

The notion of horizontal transcendence in both meanings of horizon of values and self-limitation that gives way to respect for others is of importance within the multicultural situation. For once, because the notion does not consider transcendence useless or meaningless, and as such opens the possibility of dialogue between believers and not-believers. Within a secular society in which religion has gained new importance, it will not do to consider all forms of religion as backward and not Enlightened, as sometimes happens in public discussions in the Netherlands. On the other hand, it also is unfruitful to hold on to one truth as the absolute truth, in the way some believers (Christian as well as Moslem) do. Both attitudes prevent a good dialogue with dissenters.


Horizontal transcendence indicates the horizon of values and ideal images that play an important role in everyone’s life. That horizon can be coloured by religion, but that is just one possible way of colouring it. Every individual makes use of, and refers to an horizon of values, in the sense that everyone follows values in order to act, make choices, set priorities. These values are embedded within one’s culture and social environment. In the multicultural situation it makes sense to articulate these different horizons, and the ethical values, notions of justice, and notions of how life becomes worth while that are part of it. Articulation of these values is important for the dialogue on how to arrange our society in such a way that integration is no longer a one-sided process, but demands changes of all the partakers in society. 

Horizontal transcendence, furthermore, points at the recognition of the other as other. The ethical attitude towards others is relevant within the multicultural situation, because it incites respect for migrants, on the basis of recognition of one’s own limitations. Applying this notion to the multicultural situation means that self limitation would imply the recognition that not only one’s self, but also one’s culture is “not all”, is limited. On the basis of acknowledging that other cultures adhere to other ethical values, again dialogue is possible. 

In the last few years within the Netherlands a policy and public opinion have developed that demands of migrants to integrate. Thereby integration has come to mean becoming a good Dutch citizen that is secular – or al least keeps religion within the private sphere - and emancipated. The notion of horizontal transcendence opposes this tendency towards integration that gives way to assimilation, in calling for consideration of the limits of one’s culture, as the only possibility for openness for others with different cultures and religions. In these days, in which we tend to demand of migrants to obey the requirements we have constructed for ‘being Dutch’, that insight is far away…  
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