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The Challenge of Difference:
On Categories and Group Belonging

by

Adam B. Seligman



Die Herausforderung der Verschiedenheit:
Uber Kategorien und Gruppenzugehdorigkeit

von

Adam B. Seligman



P rofessor Engler, Professor Weyel, members of
the Prize committee, fellow laureates, honored
guests. I wish first to thank the Faculty of Protes-
tant Theology of the University of Tubingen for
the great honor bestowed on me with this award. In
Hebrew we have a word: katunti. I am made small,
diminished in a sense, with this privilege and recog-
nition. Thank you.

Whatever other events may emerge to charac-
terize the 21 century one phenomenon is by now
pretty well established: the challenge of living with
difference is coming to define political social and
cultural realities throughout the world. By living
with difference I mean quite simply living with, ac-
commodating, sharing a public life (in city streets,
schools, shops, hospitals, yoga studios, sport clubs,
youth groups and so on) with people whose religious
beliefs, political commitments, ways of life, foods,
sexual preferences, dress, habits, family arrange-
ments, skin color, mother tongues, physiognomies
and cultural loyalties may be different from our own.



err Professor Engler, Frau Professor Weyel,

Mitglieder des Preiskomitees, liebe Preistri-
ger, verehrte Giste. Zunichst méchte ich der Evan-
gelisch-Theologischen Fakultit der Universitat Ti-
bingen fir die groBe Ehre danken, die mir mit
diesem Preis zuteilwird. Im Hebriischen haben wir
ein Wort: katunti. Ich fithle mich klein gemacht, in
gewisser Weise erniedrigt durch dieses Privileg und
diese Anerkennung. Ich danke Thnen.

Ungeachtet aller anderen Ereignisse, die das
21.Jahrhundert noch charakterisieren werden, hat
sich ein Phinomen inzwischen ziemlich deutlich
herauskristallisiert: Die Herausforderung, mit Ver-
schiedenheiten zu leben, wird zunehmend die po-
litischen, sozialen und kulturellen Realititen in der
ganzen Welt bestimmen. Unter »Leben mit Ver-
schiedenheit« verstehe ich ganz einfach das Zu-
sammenleben, die Anpassung, das Teilen des 6f-
fentlichen Lebens (in StraBen, Schulen, Geschiften,
Krankenhiusern, Yogastudios, Sportvereinen, Ju-
gendgruppen usw.) mit Menschen, deren religiéser
Glaube, politische Uberzeugungen, Lebensweise,
Ernihrung, sexuelle Vorlieben, Kleidung, Gewohn-
heiten, Familienverhiltnisse, Hautfarbe, Mutter-



10 The Challenge of Difference

On the one hand such realities are, historically,
not particularly new. The great empires of the past,
whether the Roman, Ottoman, or Austro-Hungari-
an Empires were all diverse, almost by definition.
They were polyglot, multi-religious, multi-ethnic
and encompassed within their boundaries multiple
ways of life.

On the other hand, however, we must recall that
the emergence of the modern nation-state was ac-
companied to a greater or lesser extent by attempts
to homogenize the population so that all citizens
would share one language, one cuisine, one idea of
home and belonging, and one moral vision and def-
inition of community. And this is, of course, no less
true for those nation states that emerged from the
destruction of the Ottoman and Austro-Hungari-
an Empires.

Moreover, and critically, this ideal of national
homogeneity was often defined in terms of some
purported ethnic or racial purity; a conceit that may
indeed go back to the Reconquista and subsequent
expulsion of the Jews and Moslems from the Iberian
Peninsula at the end of the 15 century. Whatever
its lineage, the idea of a racially pure polity continu-
es to fascinate and attract, even in our own century,
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