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 i

preface 

The World Summit for Social Development, to be held in Copenhagen in 
March 1995, provides an important opportunity for the world community to 
focus attention on current social problems and to analyse the dimensions, 
roots and directions of social trends. In particular, the agenda of the Summit 
specifies three areas of concern: the reduction of poverty, the generation of 
productive employment, and the enhancement of social integration. UNRISD 
work in preparation for the Summit focuses on the last of these: as countries 
confront the seemingly intractable problems of social conflict, institutional 
breakdown and mass alienation, the topic of social integration has assumed 
increasing importance in public debate. 

The UNRISD Occasional Paper series brought out as part of the Social 
Summit preparatory process takes up a range of issues relating to social 
integration. This paper synthesizes the findings of an UNRISD research 
project on Ethnic Diversity and Public Policies, which has focused on 
policies to resolve ethnic conflicts and contribute to successful 
accommodation in ethnically diverse societies. 

The author argues that cultural pluralism is an enduring attribute of 
contemporary societies — ethnicity will not disappear with modernization, 
as it was once believed. In addition, ethnic identification should be 
considered a normal and healthy response to the pressures of the globalizing 
marketplace. Ethnicity acts as a trigger for violent conflict only when it is 
mobilized and manipulated to create a sense that one’s interests are 
threatened because of one’s ethnicity, or because of the activities of other 
ethnic groups. 

The most important policy question for accommodation in ethnically diverse 
societies, therefore, becomes how to promote an inclusive sense of ethnicity 
and a loyalty to the larger society as well as to one’s own ethnic group. 
When such a civic identity is successfully established, it makes hate-based 
mobilization of ethnic groups very difficult. 

The paper reviews constitutional formulas that have been used in ethnically 
diverse societies, and examines in particular the strengths and weaknesses of 
federalism and consociationalism. Different types of electoral systems are 
also discussed. It is argued that there is a wide range of such systems, and 
that innovative variations of the one-person-one-vote system have proven 
successful in a number of settings.  
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The impacts of cultural policies and economic policies on ethnic 
accommodation are also explored. It is important to foster a sense of national 
identity through the formal educational system to the extent possible; 
support for multilingualism can be important in this regard. For national 
minorities and indigenous peoples, guarantees of cultural autonomy and 
security, regional self-rule, adequate representation in the central institutions 
and assurance of language preservation are important for ethnic 
accommodation. 

Although, in general, policies that contribute to economic growth help ethnic 
accommodation because intergroup conflicts over resources become less 
salient, policies that help the national economy at the expense of one ethnic 
group have had disastrous consequences. In some situations, policies of 
ethnic preference have proven successful in alleviating tensions, although 
such policies have a mixed record. They tend to be more successful where 
the target groups are clearly defined and do not comprise the majority of the 
population.  

The paper concludes with the argument that experience has shown that 
attempts at “nation building” through ethnic homogenization cannot succeed. 
Nor can domination on the part of one ethnic group provide long-term 
stability in a society. The most durable way to accommodate diversity is to 
create a sense of the nation being a civic community, rooted in values that 
can be shared by all ethnic components of the national society. Such a sense 
of community is best achieved when the concept of “nation” is shorn of any 
connotations of ethnic exclusivity. 

Crawford Young is Professor of Political Science at the University of 
Wisconsin at Madison in the United States. The production of this paper at 
UNRISD has been co-ordinated by Jessica Vivian. 
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