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“I do not want my house to be walled in on
all sides and my windows to be stuffed. I
want the cultures of all lands to be blown
about my house as freely as possible. But I
refuse to be blown off my feet by any.”

—Mahatma Gandhi1

When historians write of the world’s recent his-

tory, they are likely to reflect on two trends: the

advance of globalization and the spread of

democracy. Globalization has been the more

contentious, because it has effects both good and

bad, and democracy has opened space for peo-

ple to protest the bad effects. So, controversies

rage over the environmental, economic and so-

cial consequences of globalization. But there is

another domain of globalization, that of cul-

ture and identity, which is just as controversial

and even more divisive because it engages or-

dinary people, not just economists, government

officials and political activists.

Globalization has increased contacts be-

tween people and their values, ideas and ways

of life in unprecedented ways (feature 5.1). Peo-

ple are travelling more frequently and more

widely. Television now reaches families in the

deepest rural areas of China. From Brazilian

music in Tokyo to African films in Bangkok, to

Shakespeare in Croatia, to books on the history

of the Arab world in Moscow, to the CNN

world news in Amman, people revel in the di-

versity of the age of globalization.

For many people this new diversity is ex-

citing, even empowering, but for some it is dis-

quieting and disempowering. They fear that

their country is becoming fragmented, their val-

ues lost as growing numbers of immigrants

bring new customs and international trade and

modern communications media invade every

corner of the world, displacing local culture.

Some even foresee a nightmarish scenario of

cultural homogenization—with diverse national

cultures giving way to a world dominated by

Western values and symbols. The questions go

deeper. Do economic growth and social progress

have to mean adoption of dominant Western val-

ues? Is there only one model for economic pol-

icy, political institutions and social values?

The fears come to a head over investment,

trade and migration policies. Indian activists

protest the patenting of the neem tree by foreign

pharmaceutical companies. Anti-globalization

movements protest treating cultural goods the

same as any other commodity in global trade and

investment agreements. Groups in Western Eu-

rope oppose the entry of foreign workers and

their families. What these protesters have in

common is the fear of losing their cultural iden-

tity, and each contentious issue has sparked

widespread political mobilization.

How should governments respond? This

chapter argues that policies that regulate the ad-

vance of economic globalization—the move-

ments of people, capital, goods and ideas—must

promote, rather than quash, cultural freedoms.

It looks at three policy challenges that are among

the most divisive in today’s public debates:

• Indigenous people, extractive industries
and traditional knowledge. Controversy

rages over the importance of extractive in-

dustries for national economic growth and

the socio-economic and cultural exclusion

and dislocation of indigenous people that

often accompany mining activities. Indige-

nous people’s traditional knowledge is rec-

ognized by the Convention on Biological

Diversity but not by the global intellectual

property rights regime as embodied in the

World Intellectual Property Organization

and the Trade-Related Aspects of Intellec-

tual Property Rights agreement.

• Trade in cultural goods. International trade

and investment negotiations have been

divided over the question of a “cultural
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Feature 5.1   What’s new about globalization’s implications for identity politics?

Cross-border flows of investment and knowl-

edge, films and other cultural goods, and peo-

ple are not new phenomena. Indigenous people

have struggled for centuries to maintain their

identity and way of life against the tide of for-

eign economic investment and the new set-

tlers that often come with it. As chapter 2

shows, new settlers have spread their culture,

sometimes by design, often by failing to re-

spect indigenous ways of life. Similarly, the

free flow of films has been an essential part of

the development of the industry since the early

20th century. And people have moved across

national borders from the earliest times. In-

ternational migration has risen in recent

decades but is still below 3% of world popu-

lation, no higher than it was when it last peaked

100 years ago.1

What makes these flows a stronger source

of identity politics today? Are old problems

worsening? Are new problems emerging? Or

are people simply freer, with more capacity to

claim their rights? For each case, the answer

is different but contains an element of all

three.

Indigenous people and flows of

investment and knowledge

Globalization has accelerated the flows of in-

vestment that profoundly affect the livelihoods

of many indigenous people. In the last 20 years

more than 70 countries have strengthened leg-

islation to promote investment in extractive in-

dustries such as oil, gas and mining. Foreign

investment in these sectors is up sharply (figure

1). For example, investments in mining explo-

ration and development in Africa doubled be-

tween 1990 and 1997.2

Because so many of the world’s untapped

natural resources are located in indigenous

people’s territories, the global spread of in-

vestments in mining and the survival of in-

digenous people are inextricably linked (see

map 5.1 and table 5.1). These trends have in-

creased pressure on indigenous people’s

territories, resulting in forcible displacement

in Colombia, Ghana, Guyana, Indonesia,

Malaysia, Peru and the Philippines.3 If cur-

rent trends continue, most large mines may

end up being on the territory of indigenous

people.4

Globalization has also heightened de-

mand for knowledge as an economic resource.

Indigenous people have a rich resource of

traditional knowledge—about plants with

medicinal value, food varieties that consumers

demand and other valuable knowledge. En-

trepreneurs were quick to see the market po-

tential if they could patent and sell this

knowledge. So traditional knowledge is in-

creasingly misappropriated, with many “in-

ventions” falsely awarded patents. Examples

include the medicinal properties of the sacred

Ayahuasca plant in the Amazon basin

(processed by indigenous communities for

centuries); the Maca plant in Peru, which en-

hances fertility (known by Andean Indians

when the Spanish arrived in the 16th cen-

tury); and a pesticidal extract from the neem

tree used in India for its antiseptic properties

(common knowledge since ancient times).

Developing countries seldom have the re-

sources to challenge false patents in foreign

jurisdictions—indigenous people even less so.

A March 2000 study concluded that 7,000

patents had been granted for the unauthorized

use of traditional knowledge or the misappro-

priation of medicinal plants.5

But indigenous groups are increasingly as-

sertive. Globalization has made it easier for in-

digenous people to organize, raise funds and

network with other groups around the world,

with greater political reach and impact than

before. The United Nations declared 1995–2004

the International Decade for the World’s In-

digenous People, and in 2000 the Permanent

Forum on Indigenous Issues was created. In Au-

gust 2003 the Canadian government recog-

nized the ownership claims of the Tlicho Indians

over a diamond-rich area in the Northwest Ter-

ritories. In October 2003 the Constitutional

Court of South Africa ruled that indigenous

people had both communal land ownership

and mineral rights over their territory and that

attempts to dispossess them constituted racial

discrimination. Indigenous people now own

or control more than 16% of Australia, with the

Indigenous Land Corporation expected to be

fully funded with a A$1.3 billion capital base,

to be used to purchase land for indigenous

people unable to gain ownership by other

means.6

Flows of cultural goods—films and other

audiovisual products

The controversy over cultural goods in inter-

national trade and investment agreements has

intensified because of exponential growth in

the quantity of trade, increasing concentration

of the film industry in Hollywood and the grow-

ing influence of films and entertainment on

youth lifestyles.

World trade in cultural goods—cinema,

photography, radio and television, printed

matter, literature, music and visual arts—

quadrupled, from $95 billion in 1980 to more

than $380 billion in 1998.7 About four-fifths of

these flows originate in 13 countries.8 Hollywood

reaches 2.6 billion people around the world,

and Bollywood 3.6 billion.9

In the film industry US productions reg-

ularly account for about 85% of film audi-

ences worldwide.10 In the audiovisual trade

with just the European Union, the United

States had an $8.1 billion surplus in 2000, di-

vided equally between films and television

rights.11 Of 98 countries around the world

with comparable data, only 8 produced more

films than they imported annually in the

1990s.12 China, India and the Philippines are

among the largest producers in the number of

films per year. But the evidence changes when

revenue is considered. Of global production

of more than 3,000 films a year Hollywood ac-

counted for more than 35% of total industry

revenues. Furthermore, in 1994–98, in 66 of

73 countries with data, the United States was

the first or second major country of origin of

imported films.13

The European film industry, by contrast,

has been in decline over the past three decades.

Production is down in Italy, which produced

92 films in 1998, and Spain, which produced

85, while remaining unchanged in the United

Kingdom and Germany.14 France is the ex-

ception. Production there increased to 183

films in 1998.15 The share of domestic films
Source: UNCTAD 1999.
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viewed between 1984 and 2001 declined dra-

matically in much of Europe, with the excep-

tion of France and Germany, where policies

support the domestic film industry. For the

same period, the share of US films increased

across most of the continent (figure 2).

The international dominance of US films

is just one aspect of the spread of Western

consumer culture. New satellite communica-

tions technologies in the 1980s gave rise to a

powerful new medium with global reach and

to such global media networks as CNN. The

number of television sets per thousand people

worldwide more than doubled, from 113 in

1980 to 229 in 1995. It has grown to 243 since

then.16 Consumption patterns are now global.

Market research has identified a “global elite”,

a global middle class that follows the same

consumption style and prefers “global brands”.

Most striking are “global teens”, who inhabit

a “global space”, a single pop culture world,

soaking up the same videos and music and

providing a huge market for designer running

shoes, t-shirts and jeans.

Flows of people

Policies on immigration have become socially di-

visive in many countries. Debates are not just

about jobs and competition for social welfare re-

sources but about culture—whether immigrants

should be required to adopt the language and

values of their new society. Why are these issues

more prominent today? What has globalization

got to do with it?

Globalization is quantitatively and quali-

tatively reshaping international movements of

people, with more migrants going to high-

income countries and wanting to maintain their

cultural identities and ties with their home coun-

tries (table 1).

People have always moved across borders,

but the numbers have grown over the last three

decades. The number of international mi-

grants—people living outside their country of

birth—grew from 76 million in 1960 to 154

million in 1990 and 175 million in 2000.17 Tech-

nological advances make travel and communi-

cation easier, faster and cheaper. The price of

a plane ticket from Nairobi to London fell from

$24,000 in 1960 to $2,000 in 2000.18 The tele-

phone, the Internet and the global media bring

the realities of life across the globe into the liv-

ing room, making people aware of disparities in

wages and living conditions—and eager to im-

prove their prospects.

Politics also influence the flow of people.

Repression can push people to leave; so can

greater openness. Political transitions in the

former Soviet Union, Eastern Europe and the

Baltics made it possible for many people to

leave for the first time in decades. But more

than the numeric increase, the structure of mi-

gration has changed radically.

• Changing demographics. For Western Eu-

rope, Australia and North America, the

growth in migration in the last decade was

almost entirely concentrated in flows from

poor to rich countries. In the 1990s the

foreign-born population in more developed

regions increased by 23 million.19 Today, al-

most 1 in 10 people living in those countries

was born elsewhere.20

• Irregular migration has reached unprece-

dented levels: up to 30 million people

worldwide do not have legal residency sta-

tus in the country where they live.21

• Circular migration. People who decide

to migrate today are more likely to return

to their place of birth, or to move on to a

third country, than to stay in the first

country to which they migrate. With

cheaper communication and travel, mi-

grants stay in closer touch with their home

communities.

• Diaspora network. Having friends and

family abroad makes migration easier. Di-

aspora networks provide shelter, work

and assistance with bureaucracy. So mi-

grants coming from the same country tend

to concentrate where others have settled:

92% of Algerian immigrants to Europe

live in France, and 81% of Greek immi-

grants in Germany.22 Chinese illegal emi-

gration has swelled the diaspora to some

30–50 million people.23

• Remittances. In little more than 10 years

remittances to developing countries went

from $30 billion in 1990 to nearly $80 bil-

lion in 2002.24 Remittances sent from Sal-

vadorans abroad amounted to 13.3% of El

Salvador’s GDP in 2000.25

• Asylum seekers and refugees. About

9% of the world’s migrants are refugees

(16 million people). Europe hosted more

than 2 million political asylum seekers 

in 2000, four times more than North

America.26

• Feminization. Women have always mi-

grated as family members, but today more

women are migrating alone for work

abroad, leaving their families at home. For

the Philippines, women made up 70% of

migrant workers abroad in 2000.27

Source: ATSIA 2003; CSD and ICC 2002; Moody 2000; WIPO

2003d; World Bank 2004; Cohen 2004; Kapur and McHale

2003; IOM 2003b, 2003c, 2004; UN 2002a, 2002b, 2003a.

Cohen 2004.Source:

Figure

2
Fewer domestic films, more US 
films: evolving film attendance, 
1984–2001
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TABLE 1

Top 10 countries by share of migrant
population, 2000
(Percent)

United Arab Emirates 68
Kuwait 49
Jordan 39
Israel 37
Singapore 34
Oman 26
Switzerland 25
Australia 25
Saudi Arabia 24
New Zealand 22

Source: UN 2003a.
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exception” for films and audiovisual goods,

which would permit them to be treated dif-

ferently from other goods.

• Immigration. Managing the inflow and in-

tegration of foreign migrants requires re-

sponding to anti-immigrant groups, who

argue that the national culture is threat-

ened, and to migrant groups, who demand

respect for their ways of life.

The extreme positions in these debates often

provoke regressive responses that are nationalis-

tic, xenophobic and conservative: close the coun-

try off from all outside influences and preserve

tradition. That defence of national culture comes

at great costs to development and to human

choice. This report argues that these extreme

positions are not the way to protect local cultures

and identities. There need not be a choice between

protecting local identities and adopting open

policies to global flows of migrants, foreign films

and knowledge and capital. The challenge for

countries around the world is to design country-

specific policies that widen choices rather than

narrow them by supporting and protecting na-

tional identities while also keeping borders open.

GLOBALIZATION AND MULTICULTURALISM

The impact of globalization on cultural liberty

deserves special attention. Previous Human
Development Reports have addressed sources

of economic exclusion, such as trade barriers that

keep markets closed to poor countries’ exports,

and of political exclusion, such as the weak

voice of developing countries in trade negotia-

tions. Removing such barriers will not itself

eliminate a third type of exclusion: cultural ex-

clusion. That requires new approaches based on

multicultural policies.

Global flows of goods, ideas, people and

capital can seem a threat to national culture in

many ways. They can lead to the abandonment

of traditional values and practices and the dis-

mantling of the economic basis on which the sur-

vival of indigenous cultures depends. When

such global flows lead to cultural exclusion,

multicultural policies are needed to manage

trade, immigration and investments in ways that

recognize cultural differences and identities.

And the exclusion of traditional knowledge

from global regimes for intellectual property

needs to be explicitly recognized, as does the cul-

tural impact of such goods as films and the cul-

tural identity of immigrants.

The aim of multicultural policies is not to

preserve tradition, however, but to protect cul-

tural liberty and expand people’s choices—in the

ways people live and identify themselves—and

not to penalize them for these choices. Pre-

serving tradition can help to keep the options

open, but people should not be bound in an im-

mutable box called “a culture”. Unfortunately,

today’s debates about globalization and the loss

of cultural identity have often been argued in

terms of upholding national sovereignty, pre-

serving the ancient heritage of indigenous peo-

ple and safeguarding national culture in the

face of growing inflows of foreign people, films,

music and other goods. But cultural identities

are heterogeneous and evolving—they are dy-

namic processes in which internal inconsisten-

cies and conflicts drive change (box 5.1).

Four principles should inform a strategy

for multiculturalism in globalization:

• Defending tradition can hold back human

development.

• Respecting difference and diversity is

essential.

• Diversity thrives in a globally interdependent

world when people have multiple and com-

plementary identities and belong not only to

a local community and a country but also to

humanity at large.

• Addressing imbalances in economic and po-

litical power helps to forestall threats to the

cultures of poorer and weaker communities.

DEFENDING TRADITION CAN HOLD BACK

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

The first principle is that tradition should not

be confused with freedom of choice. As chap-

ter 1 points out, “To argue for cultural diver-

sity on the ground that this is what the different

groups of people have inherited is clearly not rea-

soning based on cultural liberty”. Furthermore,

tradition can work against cultural freedom.

“Cultural conservatism can discourage—or

prevent—people from adopting a different

lifestyle, indeed even from joining the lifestyle

The aim of multicultural

policies is to protect

cultural liberty and

expand people’s

choices—in the ways

people live and identify

themselves—and not to

penalize them for these

choices
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that others, from a different cultural back-

ground, standardly follow in the society in ques-

tion.” There is much to cherish in traditional

values and practices, and much that is consonant

with universal values of human rights. But there

is also much that is challenged by universal

ethics, such as inheritance laws that are biased

against women, or decision-making procedures

that are not participatory and democratic.

Taking the extreme position of preserving

tradition at all cost can hold back human de-

velopment. Some indigenous people fear that

their ancient cultural practices are endangered

by the inflow of foreign investment in extractive

industries or that sharing traditional knowledge

necessarily leads to its misuse. Some have reacted

to violations of their cultural identity by shut-

ting out all new ideas and change, trying to pre-

serve tradition at all cost. Such reactions reduce

not only cultural choices but also social and

economic choices for indigenous people. Sim-

ilarly, anti-immigrant groups often defend na-

tional identities in the name of tradition. This

narrows their choices as well by shutting coun-

tries off from the socio-economic benefits of im-

migration, which brings new skills and workers

to an economy. And defending national cul-

tural industries through protectionism reduces

the choices for consumers.

In no society are lifestyles or values static. An-

thropologists have discarded concerns with reify-

ing cultures and now see importance in how

cultures change, continuously influenced by in-

ternal conflicts and contradictions (see box 5.1).

RESPECTING DIVERSITY

The second principle is that diversity is not an

end in itself but, as chapter 1 points out, it pro-

motes cultural liberty and enriches people’s

lives. It is an outcome of the freedoms people

have and the choices they make. It also implies

an opportunity to assess different options in

making these choices. If local cultures disappear

and countries become homogeneous, the scope

for choice is reduced.

Much of the fear of a loss of national identity

and culture comes from the belief that cultural di-

versity inevitably leads to conflict or to failed de-

velopment. As chapter 2 explains, this is a myth:

it is not diversity that inevitably leads to conflict

but the suppression of cultural identity and so-

cial, political and economic exclusion on the

basis of culture that can spark violence and ten-

sions. People may be fearful of diversity and its

consequences, but it is opposition to diversity—

as in the positions of anti-immigrant groups—that

can polarize societies and that fuels social tensions.

DEVELOPING MULTIPLE AND

COMPLEMENTARY IDENTITIES—LIVING

LOCALLY AND GLOBALLY

The third principle is that globalization can ex-

pand cultural freedoms only if all people develop

multiple and complementary identities as citi-

zens of the world as well as citizens of a state and

members of a cultural group. Just as a culturally

diverse state can build unity on multiple and

complementary identities (chapter 3), a culturally

diverse world needs to do the same. As global-

ization proceeds, this means not only recognizing

local and national identities but also strengthen-

ing commitments to being citizens of the world.

Today’s intensified global interactions can

function well only if governed by bonds of

For many years, defining cultural and social

anthropology as the study of the cultural

dimension of people would have raised few

objections. “A culture” was understood as

synonymous with what before had been

called “a people”.

During the past two decades, however,

the concept of “culture”, and by extension

the idea of “cultural difference” and the

underlying assumptions of homogeneity,

holism and integrity, have been re-evaluated.

Cultural difference is no longer viewed as a

stable, exotic otherness. Self-other relations

are increasingly considered to be matters

of power and rhetoric rather than essence.

And cultures are increasingly conceived of

as reflecting processes of change and inter-

nal contradictions and conflicts.

But just as anthropologists were losing

faith in the concept of coherent, stable and

bounded cultural “wholes”, the concept was

being embraced by a wide range of culture

builders worldwide. Anthropological works

are increasingly being consulted by people try-

ing to assign to groups the kinds of general-

ized cultural identities that anthropologists

now find deeply problematic. Today, politi-

cians, economists and the general public want

culture defined in precisely the bounded,

reified, essentialized and timeless fashion re-

cently discarded by anthropologists.

Culture and cultural diversity have be-

come political and juridical realities, as stated

in the first Article of the UNESCO Uni-

versal Declaration on Cultural Diversity

(2001): “cultural diversity is as necessary

for humankind as biodiversity is for nature.

In this sense, it is the common heritage of

humanity and should be recognized and af-

firmed for the benefit of present and future

generations”. Many people have grasped at

least part of the anthropological message:

culture is there, it is learned, it permeates

everyday life, it is important and it is far

more responsible for differences among

human groups than are genes.

BOX 5.1

Culture—paradigm shift in anthropology

Source: Preis 2004 citing Brumann 1999; Clifford 1988; Rosaldo 1989; Olwig, Fog and Hastrup 1997; UNESCO 2002.
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shared values, communication and commit-

ment. Cooperation among people and nations

with different interests is more likely when all

are bound and motivated by shared values and

commitments. Global culture is not about the

English language or brand name sneakers—it is

about universal ethics based on universal human

rights and respect for the freedom, equality and

dignity of all individuals (box 5.2).

Today’s interactions also require respect for

difference—respect for the cultural heritage of

the thousands of cultural groups in the world.

Some people believe that there are contradictions

between the values of some cultural traditions

and advances in development and democracy.

As chapter 2 shows, there is no objective evi-

dence for claiming that some cultures are “in-

ferior” or “superior” for human progress and the

expansion of human freedoms.

States develop national identities not only to

unify the population but also to project an iden-

tity different from that of others. But unchanging

notions of identity can lead to morbid mistrust

of people and things foreign—to wanting to bar

immigrants, fearing that they would not be loyal

to their adopted country or its values, or want-

ing to block flows of cultural goods and ideas,

fearing that homogenizing forces would destroy

their national arts and heritage. But identities are

seldom singular. Multiple and complementary

identities are a reality in many countries—and

people have a sense of belonging to the coun-

try as well as to a group or groups within it.

ADDRESSING ASYMMETRIC POWER

The fourth principle is that asymmetries in

flows of ideas and goods need to be addressed,

so that some cultures do not dominate others

because of their economic power. The unequal

economic and political powers of countries,

industries and corporations cause some cul-

tures to spread, others to wither. Hollywood’s

powerful film industry, with access to enor-

Multiple and

complementary identities

are a reality in many

countries

All cultures share a commonality of basic values

that are the foundation of global ethics. That in-

dividuals can have multiple and complemen-

tary identities suggests that they can find these

commonalities of values.

Global ethics are not the imposition of

“Western” values on the rest of the world. To

think so would be both artificially restrictive of

the scope of global ethics and an insult to other

cultures, religions and communities. The prin-

cipal source of global ethics is the idea of human

vulnerability and the desire to alleviate the suf-

fering of every individual to the extent possible.

Another source is the belief in the basic moral

equality of all human beings. The injunction to

treat others as you would want to be treated

finds explicit mention in Buddhism, Christian-

ity, Confucianism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism,

Taoism and Zoroastrianism, and it is implicit in

the practices of other faiths.

It is on the basis of these common teach-

ings across all cultures that states have come to-

gether to endorse the Universal Declaration of

Human Rights, supported by the International

Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and on

Economic and Social Rights. Regional treaties,

such as the European Convention for the

Protection of Human Rights, the American

Convention of Human Rights and the African

Charter on Human and People’s Rights, have

taken similar initiatives. More recently, the UN’s

Millennium Declaration, adopted by the full

membership of the General Assembly in 2000,

recommitted itself to human rights, fundamen-

tal freedoms and respect for equal rights to all

without distinction.

There are five core elements of global ethics.

• Equity. Recognizing the equality of all in-

dividuals regardless of class, race, gender,

community or generation is the ethos of

universal values. Equity also envelops the

need to preserve the environment and nat-

ural resources that can be used by future

generations.

• Human rights and responsibilities. Human

rights are an indispensable standard of in-

ternational conduct. The basic concern is to

protect the integrity of all individuals from

threats to freedom and equality. The focus

on individual rights acknowledges their ex-

pression of equity between individuals,

which outweighs any claims made on behalf

of group and collective values. But with

rights come duties: bonds without options

are oppressive; options without bonds are

anarchy.

• Democracy. Democracy serves multiple

ends: providing political autonomy, safe-

guarding fundamental rights and creating

conditions for the full participation of citi-

zens in economic development. At the global

level democratic standards are essential for

ensuring participation and giving voice to

poor countries, marginalized communities

and discriminated against minorities.

• Protection of minorities. Discrimination

against minorities occurs at several levels:

non-recognition, denial of political rights,

socio-economic exclusion and violence.

Global ethics cannot be comprehensive un-

less minorities receive recognition and equal

rights within a larger national and global

community. The promotion of tolerance is

central to the process.

• Peaceful conflict resolution and fair ne-
gotiation. Justice and fairness cannot be

achieved by imposing pre-conceived moral

principles. Resolution of disagreements must

be sought through negotiations. All parties

deserve a say. Global ethics does not mean

a single path towards peace or development

or modernization. It is a framework within

which societies can find peaceful solutions

to problems.

BOX 5.2

Sources of global ethics

Source: World Commission on Culture and Development 1995; UN 2000a.
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mous resources, can squeeze the Mexican film

industry and other small competitors out of

existence. Powerful corporations can outbid in-

digenous people in using land rich in resources.

Powerful countries can outnegotiate weak coun-

tries in recognition of traditional knowledge in

World Trade Organization (WTO) agreements.

Powerful and exploitative employers can vic-

timize defenceless migrants.

FLOWS OF INVESTMENT AND KNOWLEDGE—

INCLUDING INDIGENOUS PEOPLE IN A

GLOBALLY INTEGRATED WORLD

Indigenous people see globalization as a threat

to their cultural identities, their control over

territory and their centuries-old traditions of

knowledge and artistic expression (see feature

5.1). They fear that the cultural significance of

their territories and knowledge will go unrec-

ognized—or that they will receive inadequate

compensation for these cultural assets. In these

situations globalization is often blamed.

One reaction is to opt out of the global

economy and to oppose the flows of goods and

ideas. Another is to preserve tradition for its own

sake, without accounting for individual choice

or democratic decision-making. But there are al-

ternatives. Preserving cultural identity need not

require staying out of the global economy. There

are ways of ensuring the cultural and socio-

economic inclusion of indigenous people based

on respect for cultural traditions and the shar-

ing of the economic benefits of resource use.

WHY DO SOME INDIGENOUS PEOPLE FEEL

THREATENED?

Central to ensuring the inclusion of indigenous

people in a global world are how national gov-

ernments and international institutions deal

with investments in indigenous territories and

protect traditional knowledge. The historical ter-

ritories of indigenous people are often rich in

minerals and oil and gas deposits (map 5.1,

table 5.1 and feature 5.1). That can set up the

potential for conflict between promoting na-

tional economic growth through extractive in-

dustries and protecting the cultural identity

and economic livelihood of indigenous people.

The traditional knowledge, innovations and

practices of indigenous people, developed over

many generations and collectively owned by

the community, can have practical uses in agri-

culture, forestry and health. Conflict can arise

between recognizing collective ownership and

following the modern intellectual property

regime, which focuses on individual rights.

Extractive industries. The cultural identity

and socio-economic equity of indigenous peo-

ple can be threatened in several ways by the ac-

tivities of extractive industries. First, there is

inadequate recognition of the cultural signifi-

cance of the land and territories that indigenous

Development divorced from its human or cul-
tural context is growth without a soul. Eco-
nomic development in its full flowering is
part of a people’s culture.

—World Commission on Culture 

and Development 1995

Indigenous peoples are proponents and repre-

sentatives of humanity’s cultural diversity.

Historically, however, indigenous peoples have

been marginalized by dominant societies and have

often faced assimilation and cultural genocide.

In the multicultural societies growing up

around them, indigenous peoples seek an end to

such marginalization and fringe dwelling. They

have much to contribute to society, and they

bring to both national and international debates

valuable advice about the great issues facing hu-

manity in this new millennium.

In May 2003 the Permanent Forum on In-

digenous Issues stressed in its Second Session the

importance of recognizing cultural diversity in

development processes and the need for all de-

velopment to be sustainable. Recommendation

8 of the Second Session calls for “instituting a

legal framework that makes cultural, environ-

mental and social impact assessment studies

mandatory” (E/2003/43). The forum also ex-

pressed concern over development practices

that do not take into account the characteristics

of indigenous communities as groups, thus sig-

nificantly undermining meaningful ways of par-

ticipatory development.

Indigenous peoples have dynamic living cul-

tures and seek their place in the modern world.

They are not against development, but for too

long they have been victims of development and

now demand to be participants in—and to ben-

efit from—a development that is sustainable.

Ole Henrik Magga

Chairman of the UN Permanent 
Forum on Indigenous Issues

Indigenous peoples and development

SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION
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people inhabit. Indigenous people have strong

spiritual connections to their land, which is

why some of them oppose any investment in

extractive industries within their territories. For

instance, some groups of San Bushmen in

Botswana oppose the exploration licences that

the government has granted to Kalahari Dia-

monds Ltd.

Second, there is plausible concern about

the impact of extractive industries on local liveli-

hoods. When mineral extraction leads to the

widespread displacement of communities and

loss of their farmlands, it affects both their sense

of cultural identity and their source of sustain-

able livelihood. The Lihir Gold Mine in Papua

New Guinea has destroyed sacred sites of the

Lihirians and sharply reduced their ability to sub-

sist by hunting game.

Third, indigenous groups complain about

unfair exclusion from decision-making. And

when consultations with local communities do

occur, they often leave much to be desired. Keep-

ing such concerns in mind, the World Bank used

a new approach to support the Chad–Cameroon

Pipeline project.2 By law, net incomes were to be

deposited in an offshore account to ensure an-

nual publication of audits and reduce corruption.

Further, 10% of revenues were earmarked for a

Future Generations Fund. Civil society repre-

sentatives and a member of the opposition were

to be part of a monitoring board. The project had

to comply with the Bank’s safeguard policies on

environmental assessments and resettlement.

And two new national parks were planned to

compensate for the loss of a small forest area. The

project highlights the innovative steps interna-

tional institutions are taking to build capacity and

transparency and ensure targeted benefit sharing.

But some indigenous groups believe that this

has been inadequate. Fewer than 5% of the

Bagyéli people affected by the pipeline were em-

ployed on the project. They received little com-

pensation and few of the promised health care

facilities.3 In countries with very weak institutional

structures, project partners face major challenges

in effectively implementing well conceived pro-

jects. This does not mean that investments need

to be stopped; rather, even greater efforts are

needed.

Fourth, indigenous people feel cheated when

their physical resources are misappropriated

without adequate compensation. There was very

limited involvement of local people on the Yana-

cocha gold mine in the Cajamarca region in

Peru (a joint venture between Peruvian and US

mining companies and the International Finance

Corporation). Some of the tax revenues were to

go to the indigenous inhabitants, but they re-

ceived less than they were promised.4 Ecuador

is home to one of the largest confirmed oil re-

serves in Latin America. Companies pay about

$30 million in taxes for a special Amazon de-

velopment fund, but little of that money reaches

the indigenous communities.5

These issues highlight the conflict between

national sovereignty over resources and the

Tebtebba and International Forum on Globalization 2003.Source:

Note: Black dots represent 
areas with high prevalence of 
indigenous people and with 
intense extractive and infra-
structural activities (mining, oil 
exploration, dam and road 
construction, industrial agriculture, 
fisheries, electricity plants, 
biopiracy, logging).

Much extractive and infrastructural 
activity in developing countries is 
in areas where indigenous people 
live

Latin America, 2003

South-East Asia and Pacific, 2003
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TABLE 5.1

Indigenous population in
Latin America
Percent

Share of total
Country population

Bolivia 71.0
Guatemala 66.0
Peru 47.0
Ecuador 38.0
Honduras 15.0
Mexico 14.0
Panama 10.0
Chile 8.0
El Salvador 7.0
Nicaragua 5.0
Colombia 1.8
Paraguay 1.5
Argentina 1.0
Venezuela 0.9
Costa Rica 0.8
Brazil 0.4
Uruguay 0.4

Source: De Ferranti and others 2003.



special rights of indigenous people to their

territories and the mineral resources they contain.

For instance, Ecuador’s Constitution does not

give native Indians any rights to the oil and gas

within their territories. While it is not necessary

that such rights be constitutionally guaranteed,

it is necessary that indigenous people have a say

in the use of resources within their territories.

Traditional knowledge. The traditional

knowledge of indigenous groups has attributes

of communal ownership and sometimes has spir-

itual significance. Intellectual property regimes

fail to recognize either the community ownership

or spiritual significance of traditional knowl-

edge. The laws protect the work of individual,

identifiable authors or inventors and spell out

how others can use their work. The Quechua In-

dians in Peru oppose the commercial exploita-

tion of their traditional knowledge but can do

little about it. The Maori in New Zealand believe

that even when their knowledge is publicly dis-

closed, there is no automatic right to use it—that

right must be determined collectively.

There is also a danger of wrongly awarding

intellectual property rights, so that communities

that have produced, preserved or developed

traditional knowledge over several generations

are not compensated for its use. To qualify for

patent protection an invention must fulfil three

strict criteria: it must be novel, not obvious and

industrially useful. Since traditional knowledge

does not always meet these criteria, the inter-

national intellectual property regime does not

explicitly protect it. Researchers can appropri-

ate traditional knowledge and apply for a patent,

claiming to have invented a new product.

Copyright protection can also be wrongly

awarded for the appropriation.

Misappropriation of traditional knowledge

need not be deliberate. Sometimes it arises from

mistakenly treating traditional knowledge as

part of the public domain, where intellectual

property protection does not apply. Traditional

knowledge, because it is known publicly within

the community (and sometimes outside it), is

more prone to appropriation without compen-

sation to the community that developed it than

are other types of intellectual property. The

Sami Council of Scandinavia argues that even

if its knowledge is publicly known, the public

domain principle ignores obligations to the

community.

The Convention on Biological Diversity rec-

ognizes traditional knowledge, in contrast to

the global intellectual property rights regime ad-

ministered under the World Intellectual Prop-

erty Organization (WIPO) and the agreement

on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Prop-

erty Rights (TRIPS). Article 8(j) stipulates that

contracting parties must preserve and maintain

the knowledge and innovations of indigenous

and local communities. It also seeks the wider

application of traditional knowledge “with the

approval and involvement of the holders of

such knowledge” and encourages “equitable

sharing of the benefits”. Article 10(c) of the

convention encourages the “customary use of bi-

ological resources in accord with traditional

cultural practices”. The issue, then, is to find

ways to reconcile the provisions of different in-

ternational intellectual property regimes in order

to protect traditional knowledge for the bene-

fit of the indigenous community and promote

its appropriate use within wider society.

POLICY OPTIONS AND CHALLENGES FOR

PROTECTING RIGHTS AND SHARING BENEFITS

The solution is not to block flows of investment

or knowledge or to preserve tradition for its own

sake. Human development aims at expanding an

individual’s choices, through growth that favours

the poor and through equitable socio-economic

opportunities within a democratic framework

that protects liberties. Addressing the concerns

of indigenous people will require global, na-

tional and corporate policies that advance human

development goals (box 5.3).

International institutions are already look-

ing for ways to mitigate some of the problems.

In 2001 the World Bank commissioned an ex-

tractive industries review to determine how

such projects can assist in poverty reduction

and sustainable development. Based on dis-

cussions with governments, non-governmental

organizations, indigenous people’s organiza-

tions, industry, labour unions and academia,

the 2004 report recommends pro-poor public

and corporate governance, effective social and

environmental policies and respect for human
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The solution is not to block

flows of investment or

knowledge or to preserve

tradition for its own sake.

Human development aims

at expanding an

individual’s choices 
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rights. WIPO’s General Assembly established

an Intergovernmental Committee on Intellectual

Property and Genetic Resources, Traditional

Knowledge and Folklore in October 2000. It is

reviewing mechanisms for protecting traditional

knowledge while increasing the participation

of indigenous people.

States and international institutions need

to collaborate in continuing to adjust global

rules and national laws in ways that more

successfully take into account the concerns of

indigenous people, giving them a genuine stake

in the flows of investments, ideas and knowledge.

Three measures are essential:

• Explicitly recognizing indigenous people’s

rights over their physical and intellectual

property.

• Requiring consultations with indigenous

communities and their participation for the

use of any resource, thus ensuring informed

consent.

• Empowering communities by developing

strategies to share benefits.

Loans to companies or countries for projects

that wrongly appropriate property must be

withdrawn, and patents granted to others who

have misappropriated traditional knowledge

should be revoked.

Recognizing rights. Many states have laws

that explicitly recognize indigenous people’s

rights over their resources. In a 2002 report

the UK Commission on Intellectual Property

Rights argued that national legislation is needed

to address specific circumstances. The Philip-

pines has laws requiring informed consent for

access to ancestral lands and indigenous knowl-

edge and for equitable sharing of benefits.

Guatemalan law promotes the wider use of tra-

ditional knowledge and cultural expressions

by placing them under state protection.

Bangladesh, the Philippines and the African

Union recognize the customary practices of

communities and the community-based rights

to biological resources and associated tradi-

tional knowledge.

Requiring participation and consultation.
Including the local community in decision-

making is not only democratic—it also ensures

against future disruption of projects. Having

learned from the Yanacocha mine, the Antam-

ina zinc and copper mine in Peru involved

indigenous communities in decision-making at

Is it possible for private companies to work co-

operatively with indigenous people and to gain

in the process? Yes. Consider these examples.

Pilbara region, Australia

Hamersley Iron Pty Ltd has been exporting ore

from the natural resource–rich Pilbara region

since the mid-1960s. While Aboriginal pop-

ulations remained concentrated in welfare-

dependent towns, the company’s need for skilled

labour led to a massive influx into the region of

non-indigenous people. The Aboriginal groups

began to oppose the development of newer

mines and demanded discussions on the com-

pany’s activities on traditional lands. In 1992

Hamersley established the Aboriginal Training

and Liaison Unit, to provide job training, increase

business development in the area and improve

infrastructure and living conditions while pre-

serving the aboriginal heritage and culture. By

1997 the Gumala Aboriginal Corporation had

signed joint venture agreements with Hamers-

ley to develop newer mines. Aboriginal men

would receive training in operating machinery,

and services would be contracted to the local

communities. Hamersley would contribute more

than A$60 million for these purposes.

Raglan project, Canada

After a 1975 agreement to settle land ownership

issues in northern Quebec between indigenous

groups and the provincial and federal govern-

ments, the Inuit received financial compensation

to set up the Makivik Corporation as a heritage

fund. In 1993 Makivik signed a Memorandum

of Understanding with Falconbridge Ltd (later

the Raglan Agreement) to guarantee benefits

from planned mining projects in the region, in-

cluding priority employment and contracts for

the Inuit, profit sharing and environmental

monitoring. Falconbridge will pay an estimated

C$70 million to an Inuit trust fund over 18

years. Archaeological sites were also identified

and marked as off limits to mining, and the

rights of Inuit employees to hunt outside the

Raglan site were assured.

Red Dog Mine, United States

In the 1970s the Inupiat people of Northwest

Alaska successfully blocked Cominco Inc.’s

interest in exploiting zinc-lead deposits at the

Red Dog site. After several years of negotia-

tions the Northwest Alaska Native Association

(NANA) and Cominco signed an agreement in

1982 to allow mining to go forward. Cominco

agreed to compensate the Inupiat through

royalties, to include NANA representatives

in an advisory committee, to employ indige-

nous people and to protect the environment.

In lieu of taxes Red Dog would pay $70 mil-

lion into the Northwest Arctic Borough over

24 years. By 1998 Cominco had invested $8.8

million in technical training almost entirely

for NANA shareholders employed in the pro-

ject. NANA has also monitored the impact

on subsistence activities and forced efforts to

reduce effluent flows into streams. Cominco

has maintained a flexible work schedule that

allows Inupiat employees to continue their

traditional way of life.

BOX 5.3

Private companies and indigenous people can work together for development

Source: International Council on Metals and the Environment 1999.
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the start of operations in 2001. But consultations

have to be meaningful. This requires carefully

identifying the affected groups and providing full

information about the likely costs and benefits

of a project.

Consultations can also prevent the false ap-

propriation of genetic resources and traditional

knowledge. Countries now demand disclosure

of the origin of plants and other genetic mate-

rial before granting patents. The Andean Com-

munities, Costa Rica and India, among others,

include this provision in laws and regulations.

Documenting traditional knowledge is often

essential for protecting it, as is being done by the

Traditional Knowledge Digital Library in India

and a similar initiative in China. Lao PDR has

a Traditional Medicines Resource Centre. In

Africa, where much traditional knowledge is

oral, documentation would diminish possibili-

ties for uncompensated exploitation of knowl-

edge. But in Latin America some indigenous

people worry that documentation, by making

their knowledge more accessible, would facili-

tate exploitation. 

Documentation does not prejudice rights. It

preserves knowledge in written form and prevents

others from claiming it as their own. WIPO has

an Online Portal of Databases and Registries of

Traditional and Genetic Resources for use by

patent examiners. The Consultative Group on In-

ternational Agricultural Research has linked its

information to the portal. And India has con-

tributed its Health Heritage Test Database.

Sharing benefits. Opportunities for bene-

fit sharing in extractive industries are exten-

sive, including education, training, preferential

employment for local people, financial com-

pensation, business opportunities and environ-

mental commitments. In Papua New Guinea,

where indigenous communities own 97% of the

land, small mining projects have assisted in

poverty alleviation. At the Bulolo mine a well

planned closure allowed the mining company to

use its infrastructure to develop a timber

plantation—which remains financially viable

35 years after the mine was closed.6 Companies

in other countries have also had success in-

volving local communities in decision-making

and profit sharing.

While multilateral negotiations on protect-

ing traditional knowledge within the intellectual

property rights regime continue, countries are

discovering ways of using existing systems to do

so (box 5.4). Industrial designs protect carpets

and headdresses in Kazakhstan. Geographical

indications protect liquors and teas in Venezuela

Respecting traditional knowledge does not mean

keeping it from the world. It means using it in

ways that benefit the communities from which

it is drawn.

Australia’s intellectual property rights laws do

not cover traditional knowledge, but certifica-

tion trademarks are used to identify and authen-

ticate products or services provided by indigenous

people. In the 1995 Milpurrurru case—Aboriginal

designs were reproduced on carpets without prior

consent—an Australian court judged that “cultural

harm” had been caused due to trademark viola-

tion and awarded compensation of A$70,000

(WIPO 2003c). In the 1998 Bulun Bulun case a

court judgement found that an indigenous per-

son owed fiduciary obligations to his community

and could not exploit indigenous art contrary to

the community’s customary law.

In Canada trademarks are used to protect

traditional symbols, including food products,

clothing and tourist services run by First Nations.

The Copyright Act protects tradition-based cre-

ations like woodcarvings, songs and sculptures.

In 1999 the Snuneymuxw First Nation used the

Trademarks Act to protect 10 religious petro-

glyphs (ancient rock paintings) from unautho-

rized reproduction and to stop the sale of goods

bearing these images.

Other countries have explicitly recognized

traditional knowledge and customary legal sys-

tems. Greenland retains its Inuit legal tradition

within its Home Rule Government. Over the past

150 years written Inuit literature has documented

cultural heritage. Cultural heritage is treated as

dynamic and not restricted to traditional as-

pects alone. Both traditional and modern cultural

expressions are respected and enjoy equal pro-

tection under law.

A more celebrated case involves the San

Bushmen of southern Africa. An anthropologist

noticed in 1937 that the San ate the Hoodia cac-

tus to stave off hunger and thirst. Based on this

knowledge the South African Council for Scien-

tific and Industrial Research (CSIR) in 1995

patented the Hoodia cactus’s appetite-suppressing

element (P57). By 1998 revenues from the li-

censing fee for developing and marketing P57 as

a slimming drug had risen to $32 million (Com-

mission on Intellectual Property Rights 2002).

When the San alleged biopiracy and threatened

legal action in 2002, the CSIR agreed to share

future royalties with the San.

Recognition of traditional culture can occur

at the regional level as well. Article 136(g) of De-

cision 486 of the Commission of the Andean

Community states that signs may not be regis-

tered as marks if they consist of the names of in-

digenous, Afro-American or local communities.

The Colombian government used Article 136(g)

to reject an application for registration of the term

“Tairona”, citing it as an invaluable heritage of

the country—the Taironas inhabited Colom-

bian territory in the pre-Hispanic period.

BOX 5.4

Using intellectual property rights to protect traditional knowledge

Source: Commission on Intellectual Property Rights 2002; WIPO 2003c.

Documenting traditional

knowledge is often

essential for protecting it
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and Viet Nam. Copyrights and trademarks are

used for traditional art in Australia and Canada.

In many cases these measures have resulted in

monetary benefits for the community as well. 

Discussions at WIPO are focusing on how

to complement intellectual property provisions

with unique national approaches. One

proposal—the compensatory liability approach—

envisages rights for both the patent owner and

the owner of traditional knowledge. While the

patent owner would have to seek a compulsory

licence to use the traditional knowledge resource,

the owner would also have the right to com-

mercialize the patented invention after paying roy-

alties to the patent owner. This mechanism avoids

restricting scientific progress and makes benefit

sharing economically significant.

By promoting flows of investments and

knowledge, globalization can bring recognition

to indigenous people who have developed their

resources over the centuries. But national and

international rules on global trade and invest-

ment must also account for the cultural

sensitivities and customary property rights of in-

digenous people. Respecting cultural identity

and promoting socio-economic equity through

participation and benefit sharing are possible as

long as decisions are made democratically—by

states, by companies, by international institutions

and by indigenous people.

FLOWS OF CULTURAL GOODS—WIDENING

CHOICES THROUGH CREATIVITY AND DIVERSITY

During the 1994 countdown to the Uruguay

Round of multilateral trade negotiations, a group

of French movie producers, actors and directors

was able to insert a “cultural exception” clause

in trade rules, excluding cinema and other au-

diovisual goods from their provisions. The clause

acknowledges the special nature of cultural

goods as traded commodities. The Uruguay

Round text provided a precedent for other trade

agreements to allow countries to exempt cultural

goods from trade agreements and adopt policies

to protect such industries at home. Some ex-

ceptions for trade in cultural goods were writ-

ten into the North American Free Trade

Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994. In the acrimo-

nious debates over the Multilateral Agreement

on Investments in the OECD in 1998 the cul-

tural exception was one of the most bitterly

contested issues, propelling the collapse of ne-

gotiations (box 5.5).

At the preparatory meetings in Cancun for

the Doha Round in 2003 negotiations reportedly

foundered over the Singapore Issues—trade fa-

cilitation, transparency in government pro-

curement, trade and investment, and trade and

competition.7 The United States had asked for

a freeze on the extension of the cultural excep-

tion, to avoid bringing Internet-related audio-

visual activities into the negotiations. The Free

Trade Area of the Americas ministerial meeting

in Miami in November 2003 faced similar chal-

lenges for cultural goods, and no clear agreement

was reached.

So, whether to treat cultural goods like any

other commercial good or to make them an ex-

ception has become a hotly contested issue in

international trade negotiations. Positions remain

polarized. On one side are those who consider

cultural products as commercial as apples or cars

and therefore subject to all the rules of inter-

national trade. On the other side are those who

view cultural products as assets conveying val-

ues, ideas and meaning and therefore deserving

of special treatment.

After the Uruguay Round of trade negoti-

ations ended in 1994, some countries wanted

to set up a mechanism to liberalize, regulate

and enforce global investment flows. This

set the stage in 1998 for the Multilateral

Agreement on Investments (MAI). The ob-

jective was to create a single multilateral

regulatory framework to replace some 1,600

bilateral investment treaties. Among other

provisions the MAI aimed at introducing the

“national treatment” principle of non-

discrimination to investment rules and for-

eign investors. Country of origin would

have ceased to be a factor when applying

rules on investment and trade in services in

order to stop discrimination against for-

eign investment and facilitate its flows.

As the MAI was being negotiated

within the OECD, though, a number of

countries inserted exceptions and reserva-

tions that weakened the initiative. Con-

cerned about the effect that MAI could

have on cultural industries and fearing loss

of leeway to subsidize or protect national in-

dustries, France introduced clauses for cul-

tural industries. Motivated by a number of

objections to the negotiations, including

the treatment of cultural goods like any

other merchandise, non-governmental

groups in Australia, Canada, India, New

Zealand, the United Kingdom and the

United States joined the French govern-

ment’s campaign against the agreement.

The initiative collapsed, demonstrating how

contentious these issues are and compli-

cating future talks on trade in services and

investment that affect countries’ cultural

diversity.

BOX 5.5

The debate on cultural goods and the 

Multilateral Agreement on Investments fiasco

Source: UNESCO 2000b, 2000c; Public Citizen 2004.

Globalization can bring

recognition to indigenous

people who have

developed their resources

over the centuries
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WHY HAS PUBLIC SUPPORT RALLIED BEHIND

THE CULTURAL EXCEPTION?

The cultural exception has mobilized public

support that politicians find difficult to ignore.

The cultural exception touches people’s concerns

that their national cultures might be swept away

by the economic forces of the global market,

threatening their cultural identity. The most

extreme advocates of the cultural exception

fear that foreign films and television programmes

will spread foreign culture and eventually oblit-

erate local cultures and traditional values.

No doubt nationalism, traditionalism and

economic advantage motivate many who advo-

cate banning foreign products. But are the fears

of those who predict a narrowing of cultural

choices justified? In fact, free flows of foreign

products widen cultural choices and do not

necessarily weaken commitment to the national

culture. Teenagers the world over listen to rap,

but that has not meant the death of classical

music or local folk music traditions. Attempts

to close off foreign influences have had limited

impact. Not until 1998 did the Republic of

Korea gradually start to lift a half-century-old

ban on Japanese music and film. Yet it is very

likely that Koreans had access to Japanese pop

culture, particularly animation and manga
(comic books), well before the ban was eased.

Restricting foreign influence does not promote

cultural freedom. But that does not mean that

cultural goods are not different in some ways

from other commercial goods.

Why are cultural goods different? Cul-

tural goods convey ideas, symbols and lifestyles

and are an intrinsic part of the identity of the

community that produces them. There is little

disagreement that cultural products need some

public support to flourish. Subsidies for muse-

ums, ballet, libraries and other cultural products

and services are widespread and accepted in

all free market economies.

The disagreement is over whether films and

audiovisual products are cultural goods or

merely entertainment. While it can be debated

whether cinema and television programmes

have intrinsic artistic value, it is clear that they

are cultural goods in that they are symbols of

ways of life. Films and audiovisual products are

powerful conveyors of lifestyles and carry social

messages (see feature 5.1). They can have a

powerful cultural impact. Indeed, they are con-

tested precisely because of their impact on

choices about identity.8

Why do cultural goods need public sup-
port? The reasons behind the arguments for

public intervention have to do with the way

cultural goods are consumed and produced.

Both give advantage to large economies and

large industries with access to large financial re-

sources and lead to asymmetric flows of films

and television programmes (figure 5.1).9

• Cultural goods are experience goods. Cul-

tural products are consumed through ex-

perience: because of the subjective nature of

these goods, consumers will not know

whether they like the good until after they

have consumed it. So prices will not reflect

the quality of the product or the satisfaction

it is likely to give to the consumer. Market-

ing campaigns, advertising and commercial

reviews—amplified by word of mouth—

are consumers’ principal sources of infor-

mation, giving a massive advantage to

producers with greater command over re-

sources for marketing and distribution.

Many small local producers will struggle to

access the market, particularly producers

operating from developing countries.

The Internet Movie Database 2004.Source:

Rank

1
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7
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44

69

86

96

1,235

696

651

604

581

563

547

513

505

491

254

211

191

183

US Films

Non-US Films

Year Total gross revenue (millions of US$)

Titanic           1997   US 

Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King         2003   US

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone         2001   US 

Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets         2002   US 

Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers         2002   US 

Jurassic Park           1993   US 

Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring    2001   US 

Finding Nemo          2003   US 

Independence Day          1996   US

Star Wars: Episode I: The Phantom Menace      1999   US 
  

Sen to Chihiro no kamikakushi         2001  Japan 

The Full Monty          1997  UK 

Four Weddings and a Funeral         1994  UK 

Bridget Jones’ Diary          2001  UK

Top-grossing films of all time at the international (non-US) box office 
were US films, April 2004

Figure

5.1

Country
of origin

Whether to treat cultural

goods like any other

commercial good 

has become a hotly

contested issue
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• Large producers can benefit from econo-
mies of scale. Smaller and less well financed

producers are penalized in these markets be-

cause they cannot enjoy the economies of

scale that characterize many cultural in-

dustries, especially films and other audio-

visual products.10 The cost of making a

movie is the same whether it is shown one

time or a million times. The more times it

is shown, the higher the returns. When the

film reaches a big market—thanks to large

domestic demand, widespread under-

standing of the language spoken in the film

and strong advertising campaigns—it is

much likelier to become an international

success. The same is true for other cultural

goods. Countries and corporations with

greater financial leverage can benefit from

these economies of scale by capturing large

markets and enjoying their exclusive ad-

vantages in markets with few other large

producers (table 5.2).

POLICY OPTIONS AND CHALLENGES—
PROTECTION OR PROMOTION?

For these reasons, cultural products and creative

activities, if left to the market, could wither and

diversity could decline. What is the solution?

Cultural protectionism and quotas? Or pro-

duction subsidies?

Protection. As argued in past Human De-
velopment Reports, raising barriers to reduce

flows of imports can be problematic, a conclu-

sion that applies to trade in cultural goods as well.

Trade barriers to reduce or block imports de-

feat the expansion of diversity and choice. Yet

many countries have set production and broad-

casting quotas for locally produced programmes

on radio, television and films to guarantee a

minimum market share. Hungary has a quota of

15% for national programmes on public chan-

nels.11 And the Republic of Korea’s screen quota

system, based on minimum days of domestic pro-

jections each year, probably contributed to the

increase in domestic market share and exports.

But aggressive quota-based policies have

not always resulted in greater variety and choice.

Some critics point out that high quotas make

local producers depend more on quotas and

less on holding production costs down. Some

also argue that protection can reduce the qual-

ity of goods.12

Promotion. Some countries have successfully

maintained healthy cultural industries while also

keeping trade links open. Argentina and Brazil

offer financial incentives to help domestic in-

dustries, including tax breaks. In Hungary 6%

of television receipts go to the production of

Hungarian films. France spends some $400 mil-

lion a year to support its film industry, one of the

few thriving in Europe, producing more than 180

TABLE 5.2

Policy choices for the promotion of the domestic film and audiovisual industry—market and industry size matter

Advantages Disadvantages Policy solutions

Large producing countries
(more than 200 productions)

Large home markets, expanding
broadcasting audiences allow higher
returns

Lowers market competition and the
production of cultural and artistic films

Specialized taxation incentives to
encourage independent film-makers
and specialized distributors to make
more films

Medium-size producing countries
(from 20 to 199 productions)

State and legal financial support
guarantee the existence of a national
infrastructure and markets, allowing
for a public sector role and higher
quality films

National legal protectionism could
impede international free film trade

New international legal frameworks
to allow better and more balanced
exchanges, expanding national
production capacities

Small producing countries
(fewer than 20 productions)

Creativity does not suffer from high
technical and organizational
competition or financial constraints;
the very limited financing does not
seek immediate returns

Small domestic markets reflect a
structural lack of investment in the film
industry, limiting the number of
national productions; unfair
asymmetric international trade
practices also diminish domestic
production

As with communications and computer
technologies, digital technologies can
create new and less expensive
production opportunities, thus
overcoming distribution and
production bottlenecks

Source: Human Development Report Office based on UNESCO 200a.

Cultural products and

creative activities, if left

to the market, could

wither and diversity 

could decline 
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films annually (box 5.6 and feature 5.1).13, 14 The

French-German worldwide success, Le Fabuleux
Destin d’Amélie Poulain, shows the possibili-

ties for cross-border co-productions.15

Studios and equipment can also be sup-

ported. Since 1996 the Egypt Film Society has

built film studios with financing from a private-

public partnership. Other developing economies

are trying to do the same. As with all subsidies,

there are challenges to make them work. Who

should decide on the criteria for making grants?

How should such decisions be made? The mea-

sures depend largely on the size of the domes-

tic market (see table 5.2).

The 2001 Declaration on Cultural Diversity

of the United Nations Educational, Scientific

and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) set the

stage for a number of international initiatives to

encourage action in setting standards for cultural

diversity, including the Round Table on Cultural

Diversity and Biodiversity for Sustainable De-

velopment, the Summit on the Francophonie,

the annual Meeting of the International Network

on Cultural Policy and the UN resolution pro-

claiming 21 May as “World Day for Cultural Di-

versity for Dialogue and Development”.

Preparatory work has begun for a legally bind-

ing convention to secure the diversity of cultural

expression.

The emergence or consolidation of cultural

industries should also be supported. Coopera-

tion can support development of the necessary

infrastructure and skills to create domestic

markets and help local cultural products reach

global markets. Small business incubators can

encourage small and medium-size companies in

music, fashion and design. International funds

could be mobilized to finance the translation of

books and the subtitling or dubbing of local

films in international languages. Skills in these

fields could be formalized in business schools

and through exchanges on the economics of cul-

tural industries.

Cultural tourism and partnerships with the

World Tourism Organization can disseminate

advice to host communities. And partnerships

with parliaments, ministries of culture and na-

tional statistical offices can gather best prac-

tices on cultural exchanges, data gathering and

policy-making.

FLOWS OF PEOPLE—MULTIPLE IDENTITIES

FOR GLOBAL CITIZENS

Almost half the people in Toronto and Los An-

geles are foreign born, and more than a quarter

are in Abidjan, London and Singapore (table

5.3). Driven by globalization, the number of mi-

grants soared in the last decade, especially to the

high-income countries of Western Europe, North

America and Australia (figure 5.2). And with the

growing availability of the Internet and the low

cost of air travel, more immigrants are maintain-

ing closer ties with their countries of origin (see

feature 5.1). Globalization is not only bringing cul-

tural groups together. It is altering the rules of en-

gagement. Democratization and a growing respect

for human rights are bringing increasing politi-

cal freedom and a sense of entitlement to fair

treatment and are legitimizing protest.

Immigration gives rise to an array of concerns

on both sides. Receiving countries struggle with

issues of cultural freedom. Should Muslim girls

be allowed to wear headscarves to state schools

in France (box 5.7)? Similar debates rage over

whether education should be provided in Span-

ish in US schools or whether Sikh motorcyclists

should be permitted to wear a turban instead of

a standard helmet in Canada. Immigrants protest

a lack of recognition for their cultural identities

as well as discrimination in jobs, housing and ed-

ucation. In many countries these concerns are met

by the counter-protests of local populations,

Under the “cultural exception” (l’excep-
tion culturelle) introduced during the

Uruguay Round of trade negotiations and

resolutely defended by the French govern-

ment in the mid-1990s, the state promotes

and pays for the production of Gallic cul-

ture—a successful example of public sup-

port for cultural industries.

The government subsidizes the pro-

duction of televised versions of French fiction,

a popular staple of public television. France

imposes a 40% minimum quota of French lan-

guage radio transmissions. (Canada has a

similar system.) These measures have cre-

ated opportunities for artists who might oth-

erwise not have been able to crack the

domestic market and have made France the

largest film producer in Europe, effectively

countering competition from Hollywood.

The French government robustly de-

fends the cultural exception—but for how

much longer will it be able to do so? The

new menace comes not from the usual

suspects—Hollywood or the World Trade

Organization—but from Brussels. The Eu-

ropean Commission is considering limiting

the amount of support that countries are al-

lowed to provide to their domestic pro-

duction. If the new rules are passed, a strong

wave of opposition is likely to come from

groups that fear a loss of national identity

through excess foreign films.

BOX 5.6

France’s successful support of domestic cultural industries

Source: Financial Times 2004.

TABLE 5.3

Top 10 cities by share of
foreign born population,
2000/01
Percent

Miami 59
Toronto 44
Los Angeles 41
Vancouver 37
New York City 36
Singapore 33
Sydney 31
Abidjan 30
London 28
Paris 23

Source: UN HABITAT 2004; U.S. Census

Bureau 2004b; World Cities Project 2002;

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001; Statistics

Canada 2004.
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who fear that their national identities and values

are also being challenged. “They don’t adopt

our way of life and values”, say those opposed

to immigration. “Respect our way of life and

our cultures and our human rights”, retort im-

migrant communities and their allies.

One response would be to acknowledge di-

versity and promote the inclusion of immigrants,

addressing both the social, economic and polit-

ical exclusions they suffer and living mode ex-

clusion, giving recognition to their identities. An

alternative, advocated by anti-immigrant groups,

would be to close countries to flows of people—

reversing the trend of increasing diversity (figure

5.3). The political agenda of France’s National

Front Party, for example, proposes to turn back

the flow of immigration, revoking family reuni-

fication programmes, expelling undocumented

aliens, developing programmes to return immi-

grants to their countries of origin and giving cit-

izens preference in employment, social assistance

and other areas.16 Italy’s Northern League and

National Alliance parties (both members of the

ruling coalition) are introducing legislation to limit

immigration to people who have an employ-

ment contract in Italy and to provide aid to

countries to stop illegal immigration.17

But this choice between acknowledging di-

versity and closing the country to immigration

may be a false one if national cultures are not

really threatened by diversity.

DOES CULTURAL DIVERSITY THREATEN

NATIONAL CULTURES?

Those fearing that immigrants threaten national

values make three arguments: that immigrants do

not “assimilate” but reject the core values of the

country; that immigrant and local cultures clash,

inevitably leading to social conflict and frag-

mentation; and that immigrant cultures are in-

ferior and if allowed a foothold would undermine

democracy and retard progress, a drain on eco-

nomic and social development. Their solution is

to manage diversity by reducing immigrant flows

and acculturating immigrant communities.

Single or multiple identities. Underlying

fears of losing national culture is an implicit be-

lief that identities are singular. But people do not

have single, fixed identities. They have multiple

and often changing identities and loyalties. In the

words of Long Litt-Woon, chairperson of the

Drafting Group of the Council of Europe’s Con-

ference on Diversity and Cohesion: “I am often

asked how long I have lived [in Norway]; ‘20

years’, I say. The next remark often is ‘Oh, you

are almost Norwegian!’ The assumption here is

that I have become less Malaysian because it is

common to think about identity as a zero sum

game; if you have more of one identity, you have

less of another. Identity is somehow imagined to

be like a square box with a fixed size.”18

Some groups of immigrants may want to re-

tain their cultural identities. But that does not

mean that they do not develop loyalties to their

new country. People of Turkish ancestry in

Germany may speak Turkish at home well into

the second generation, but they also speak Ger-

man. Mexicans in the United States may cheer

for the Mexican football team but serve in the

US Army.

Suspicions about the loyalties of immigrants

have been common. But they are misplaced.

Suspecting divided loyalties, the US and Cana-

dian governments interned their citizens of

Japanese descent during World War II. Yet

soldiers of Japanese descent serving in the US

UN 2002a.Source:

Figure

5.2
Unprecedented growth in international migration to Europe, North 
America, Australia and New Zealand, but refugees remain a small 
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and Canadian armies exhibited high levels of val-

our and loyalty, becoming some of the most

decorated heroes. In 1960 there were fears in the

United States that a Roman Catholic President

might have loyalties to the Pope beyond and

above his loyalties to the United States, fears that

President John F. Kennedy had to actively com-

bat as a candidate in 1960.

Concerns about national identity are some-

times also expressed through denunciations of im-

migrant cultures as “inferior”, with claims that

allowing immigrants to flourish would retard the

country’s progress and development. But this

Report has demonstrated how little foundation

there is for the arguments of cultural determin-

ism. To be sure, many immigrant groups—though

by no means all groups or in all countries—do

have high rates of unemployment and lower than

average educational achievement. But the rea-

sons have to do with the multiple disadvantages

they suffer rather than any culturally determined

group characteristics—disadvantages that can

be remedied with appropriate policies of inclu-

sion, as chapter 3 proposes.

For most societies accommodating multiple

identities does not happen overnight. It means

coming to see as familiar differences that were

once considered “alien”. Social scientists call

this a shifting and blurring of the boundaries that

separate “us” and “not us”. The confrontations

in France over Muslim girls wearing headscarves

to school or in the United States over instruction

in Spanish in primary school are about people

fighting to maintain boundaries as they have

been drawn. Islam and Spanish are symbols of

the “not us”. Admitting them as part of “us” sug-

gests giving in to the dangers seen looming ahead:

communal conflict and loss of cultural identity.

In accommodating multiple identities,

societies debate two questions: How different

can we afford to be? How alike must we be?

Accepting multiple identities is a major social

Should Muslim girls be allowed to wear head-

scarves in state schools in France? Would that

contradict the principles of secularism (laïcité)

and respect for freedom of religion? Does this

freedom require public spaces to be kept free of

religious influence? Or would that constitute

discrimination against the Muslim immigrant

community? Or does the headscarf reflect sub-

jugation of women by men? Few controversies

have aroused as much passion—on both sides—

and raised more penetrating challenges to ac-

commodating cultural diversity in recent years.

The controversy dates to 1989, when a sec-

ondary school expelled three young women who

wore headscarves in class on the grounds that this

violated French principles of secularism. This

triggered massive public debate. The Council of

State declared that the wearing of religious to-

kens is not in itself incompatible with secular-

ism as long as it did not have an “ostentatious

or militant” character. The Ministry of Educa-

tion appointed a special mediator to deal with

future such incidents.

The controversy quieted down until De-

cember 2002, when a girl in a predominantly im-

migrant neighbourhood in Lyon appeared in

school wearing a headscarf. The headscarf had

been reduced nearly to a headband, covering nei-

ther her forehead nor her ears. The principal

called in her parents and demanded that the

girl stop wearing a headscarf to school. The par-

ents protested that they had already accommo-

dated French norms by reducing the headscarf

to a headband. The mediator was called in but

was unable to find an acceptable solution. Some

teachers threatened to go on strike if the student

were allowed to continue to wear the headscarf

in school.

The affair quickly turned into a politicized

debate. Members of the National Assembly on

both the left and the right proposed a law ex-

plicitly prohibiting the wearing of headscarves in

schools and other public spaces. Leftist intellec-

tuals quickly took positions for and against: ei-

ther in defence of freedom of expression and

against discrimination against Muslims, or in

defence of secularism and values of gender

equality, since it was thought that many girls

were being intimidated into wearing the head-

scarf. In 2003 the Ministry of Education and the

National Assembly established a committee of en-

quiry. In July an Independent Commission on the

Application of Secularism in the Republic pro-

posed a ban on the wearing of any obvious reli-

gious symbols in schools, including the headscarf.

Ultimately, the legislation was passed, but

opinions were divided. Positions did not fall as

might be expected along typical divides:

left–right, non-Muslim–Muslim, or women–men.

Opinion polls taken just prior to the vote showed

Muslim women equally divided for and against

the new law (see table).

The case highlights the dilemmas that coun-

tries face in trying to accommodate the religious

and other cultural differences of immigrant com-

munities. As in this case there are difficult trade-

offs and complex arguments. Those who defend

the ban argue that it is a defence of freedom—

freedom of religion and freedom of women from

subordination. But so do those who argue against

the ban—freedom against discrimination and

unequal opportunities. Such trade-offs of prin-

ciples are particularly difficult in public educa-

tion, which is intended to impart the values of

the state.

BOX 5.7

The headscarf dilemma in France

Are you in favour of, or opposed to,
a law banning signs or dress that
conspicuously display religious
affiliation? (21 January 2004)

Group In favour (%) Opposed (%)

All French 69 29

Left 66 33

Right 75 24

Muslims 42 53

Muslim women 49 43

Source: Zolberg 2003; Gutmann 1995; The Economist 2004b.
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transformation. But history shows that it does

happen. Almost all European countries have un-

dergone such a transformation. Today, being

different is no longer the difference between

being an Alsatien and being a Breton but be-

tween being a Sri Lankan and being a Scot,

creating a broader category of “us”.

Immigration supports economic growth
and development. Closing doors to immigra-

tion is neither practical nor in the interest of na-

tional development. Far from being a drain on

development, immigrants are a source of skills,

labour, ideas and know-how. Economists have

long argued that the gains from liberalizing mi-

gration dwarf those from removing barriers to

world trade. From Indian technology entre-

preneurs in Silicon Valley in the United States

to West African nurses throughout Europe to

Chinese investors in Australia to Filipino

domestic workers in Saudi Arabia, immigrants’

contributions to innovation, enterprise and skill

are daily reminders of their value to society. 

In today’s knowledge economy countries

compete by creating and attracting top talent.

In 1990, for example, foreign-born students

earned 62% of engineering doctorates in the

United States, and more than 70% of foreign-

born students who get doctorates in the United

States stay in the United States.19, 20 Often among

the more entrepreneurial in society, immigrants

invest in small businesses and rejuvenate urban

neighbourhoods—in Europe they are creating

commercial zones in abandoned areas to gen-

erate thousands of jobs.21

Today, countries of Western Europe and

Japan, facing the prospect of aging and

shrinking populations, are in dire need of fresh

inflows of people. Western Europe’s working

age population is forecast to fall from 225 mil-

lion in 1995 to 223 million by 2025.22 Accord-

ing to UN Population Division estimates, Europe

will have to double its intake of immigrants just

to maintain its population size by 2050.23

Barriers to entry have not been removed

for people as they have been for goods and cap-

ital. Yet migration has climbed rapidly in the

1990s, including undocumented migration that

has proliferated in the 1990s, reaching almost

30 million people worldwide (see feature 5.1).

Efforts to reverse the flows of people fight

against the tide of globalization.24 Significantly

reducing immigration would require measures

that are difficult to implement in democracies.

POLICY OPTIONS AND CHALLENGES—
CULTURAL RECOGNITION AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC

AND POLITICAL INCLUSION

Countries with historically large numbers of

immigrants have followed two approaches to in-

tegration, differentialism and assimilation. Dif-

ferentialism means maintaining clear boundaries

between groups and respecting them as separate

communities. Differentialist policies have typi-

cally been used when the state organizes immi-

gration to fill temporary labour needs and does

not expect migrants to become full members of

the local community. Examples are guest work-

ers in Germany in the 1960s and 1970s and do-

mestic servants in Saudi Arabia today. 

The other approach, assimilation, seeks to

make immigrants become “more like us”. The

state and other institutions encourage immi-

grants to learn the predominant national lan-

guage and adopt the social and cultural practices

of the receiving community. By the time immi-

grants’ children have passed through the primary

institutions of the new society, especially pub-

lic schools, they will be almost indistinguish-

able from the rest of the local community. The

image of the US “melting pot” best represents

this approach.

These two approaches, effective in earlier

decades, are inadequate in diverse societies that

need to build respect for differences and a

commitment to unity. Culturally diverse soci-

eties are not predestined to disintegrate or to lose

their national cultures and identities. But ac-

commodating diversity requires efforts to build

cohesion in managing immigration and the in-

tegration of migrants into society. Just as there

are many ways in multi-ethnic states for ethnic

minorities to feel pride in their own community

as well as strong loyalty to the state, so too can

immigrants become full members of their

adopted countries and still maintain ties to their

countries of origin. The challenge is to craft poli-

cies that integrate the objectives of unity and re-

spect for difference and diversity. Differentialism

does not build commitment to the country among

Closing doors to

immigration is neither

practical nor in the

interest of national

development 
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immigrants or provide adequate social protection.

And guest worker programmes can be a source

of exploitation and conflicts—“we wanted work-

ers, but we got people” was the reaction of some

(box 5.8). Assimilation does not accommodate

difference or respect for diversity, nor does it ex-

plicitly address asymmetry.

Immigrants are more inclined today—and

more able—than in the past to maintain close

connections with family and community in their

place of birth. Such connections are not new, but

the influence on social, economic and political

behaviour is different, thanks to the ease of mod-

ern communication and travel. Immigrants want

to keep a foot in each world—one in their place

of birth and the other in their adopted country.

Multiculturalism has recently become a third

approach to incorporating immigrants, one that

recognizes the value of diversity and supports

multiple identities. It began in Canada in the

early 1960s, when Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau

articulated the idea in response to the challenges

of a diverse population of indigenous people,

French and English settlers and recent immi-

grants, with major divisions and inequalities

among them. Australia introduced such a pol-

icy in the 1990s, after concluding that it was the

only way to create cohesion amid diversity.

Multiculturalism is not only about recogniz-

ing different value systems and cultural practices

within society—it is also about building a com-

mon commitment to core, non-negotiable val-

ues, such as human rights, rule of law, gender

equality, and diversity and tolerance.25 Australia

describes this as “United in Diversity”. Such a

policy emphasizes not only the freedom of in-

dividuals to express and share their cultural val-

ues but also their obligations to abide by mutual

civic obligations.

Although there is a historical sequence to

these models of immigrant integration, at any

one time countries use all three approaches.

While not adopting multiculturalism as an ex-

plicit state policy, many countries are intro-

ducing elements of this approach as they struggle

to manage growing diversity. The challenge in-

volves addressing cultural exclusions along three

dimensions, with a common theme of building

unity and respecting difference:

• Addressing cultural exclusion by recognizing

cultural identities (living mode exclusion).

• Addressing socio-economic exclusion (par-

ticipation exclusion).

• Addressing exclusion from civic participa-

tion and citizenship rights (participation

exclusion).

Addressing cultural exclusion by recog-
nizing cultural identities. Immigrant com-

munities might not suffer explicit discrimination

and suppression of their way of life, but most

As states struggle to control the flow of workers

in the globalized labor market, many are exper-

imenting with temporary migration programmes.

Immigrants recruited under such programmes are

not offered citizenship; they are expected to

work for a set period of time and then to go

back “home”, making little impact on national

culture and identity. Things rarely work that

way, however.

Nearly every region at some time has re-

cruited temporary workers to meet specific

economic needs. In the 19th century hundreds

of thousands of South Indians were recruited

to the rubber plantations of Malaysia and to the

sugar cane plantations of Trinidad and To-

bago. In the United States an agricultural

labour programme that started as a temporary

solution to a shortage during World War II

became a labour recruitment programme last-

ing several decades. A number of European

countries, including Germany and the Nether-

lands, experimented with “guest worker” pro-

grammes in the 1960s and early 1970s. More

recently, Middle Eastern oil-producing states

have turned to temporary labour for con-

struction and other projects. South Africa con-

tinues to depend on temporary migrants to

mine its natural resources and, in just the last

few years, Mexico has designed a programme

for 39,000 temporary workers from Guatemala

to harvest coffee.

Such programmes have provided opportu-

nities for many to work and earn, sending billions

home in remittances. But these programmes

have also created marginalized communities. In

the now famous phrase used to describe the

European guest worker programme, “We re-

cruited workers, but we got people.”

Many temporary workers often decide to

stay, despite government efforts to prevent this—

and then bring their families, creating commu-

nities of the undocumented. But because they are

excluded from the mainstream, they create ghetto

communities—feeding anti-immigrant senti-

ments. Explicit legal restrictions and powerful

informal social obstacles, such as physically seg-

regated housing compounds, also prevent im-

migrants from participating fully in society.

These situations leave immigrants without

protection from their home countries or their

host countries. Legal residents without citizen-

ship can be abused by employers and have lit-

tle recourse to the legal or social services of the

host country.

BOX 5.8

Temporary contracts—welcoming workers but not people does not work

Source: Bach 2004.

Multiculturalism is about

building a common

commitment to core,

non-negotiable values
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do suffer from a lack of support to practice it.

Perhaps more important, they often suffer from

the rejection of values felt to be in conflict with

core national values or from a social prejudice

that their culture is inferior (see box 5.7).

Combating social prejudice and xenopho-

bia is critical to building social harmony and

unity in diverse societies. Greater respect and

understanding for cultures can be fostered by

providing positive and accurate images in the

media, teaching the history of other cultures in

schools and preparing museum exhibitions that

demonstrate respect for cultural diversity and

address socio-economic discrimination and in-

equalities (box 5.9).

Religion is the most contested of cultural

identities. Greater recognition has enormous

practical value, making it easier to obtain per-

mits to build places of worship, establish bur-

ial grounds and hold celebrations. It also has

great symbolic value, demonstrating respect for

other cultures. The celebration of Eid at the

White House in 1996 was a strong sign of respect

for the millions of Muslims in the United States.

Controversies arise over support to religion in

secular states. As chapter 3 shows, secularism

does not necessarily mean no involvement by the

state in religion. The state can support religious

activity in ways that do not favour one religion

over another, such as support to all religious

schools. But the religions of immigrants are not

always treated the same as the religion of the ma-

jority population.

Some of the most divisive issues of “us”

and “not us” concern traditional or religious

practices that are thought to contradict national

values or human rights. Cultural recognition

does not simply mean defending tradition. It

means promoting cultural liberty and human de-

velopment. And immigrant communities them-

selves need to challenge “traditional values”

that conflict with core national values or human

rights.

Addressing socio-economic inclusion. The

175 million people who live outside their coun-

tries of birth are a very mixed group. From highly

skilled professionals to the young men and

women who are smuggled across borders to

work in sweat shops, they include people who

have been in the country for decades and those

who arrived only yesterday. And the ranks of “im-

migrant communities” that are politically mobi-

lized expand beyond the 175 million to include

the relatives and even friends of immigrants.

Not all immigrants suffer socio-economic

exclusion. For those who do, that exclusion takes

many different forms. The biggest problem is that

in many countries the poverty of immigrant

groups divides society. It gives rise to anti-

immigrant movements and accusations that im-

migrants are unwilling or unable to be productive

members of society, that they live together in ghet-

tos with no interest in integrating with the rest

of society. State support to address socio-

economic exclusion of immigrant groups is there-

fore a critical part of building social harmony.

Education and language are the first step.

Many countries have proactive programmes

for integration that offer instruction in the coun-

try’s national language. More controversial is the

use of immigrants’ mother tongues in schools

and in official communication. No single for-

mula is appropriate for all situations. But ob-

jections to the use of mother tongues are often

more ideological than pragmatic. People learn

better, respect laws and generally participate in

the life of a community more fully if they can

understand better. Learning the language of

Berlin has earned a reputation in Germany

as a pioneer in promoting the integration of

immigrants. Berlin was the first among the

federal states to establish an office to ad-

dress obstacles to integration. In 1981 under

the motto “Miteinander leben” (living with

one another), the Commissioner’s Office of

the Berlin Senate for Migration and Inte-

gration established a campaign for toler-

ance, respect for others and understanding.

It conducts outreach activities in neigh-

bourhoods with a high proportion of immi-

grants and public information campaigns

describing the basic principles of the policy.

The office also provides counselling and

legal consultations in 12 languages, helping

immigrants find jobs and tackle discrimina-

tion. Together with non-governmental or-

ganizations, the office organizes regular

training for the police on relations towards

immigrants and conducts annual surveys on

local attitudes towards immigrants.

The Commissioner’s Office builds ca-

pacity among immigrant organizations,

helps immigrants organize into self-help

groups and is a primary information source

for people seeking advice on integration.

Half of its €6.5 million annual budget goes

to funding immigrant organizations and

groups.

The Commissioner’s Office has

brought integration concerns to the atten-

tion of the media and the public. It has

opened a direct channel of communication

between immigrants and government. It

has also focused on activities for both im-

migrant populations and ethnic Germans,

showing that integration is a two-way

process. Many other federal states have

copied Berlin’s example.

BOX 5.9

How Berlin promotes respect for cultural difference

Source: IOM 2003c; European Union 2004; Independent Commission on Migration to Germany 2001.
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the state is critical, but there will be lags in

achieving proficiency.

Also controversial is the issue of social wel-

fare protection for non-citizens, including un-

documented residents. The fear—difficult to

prove or disprove—is that social protection en-

courages more inflows of people, who in turn

become dependent on the state. But the reality

is that without welfare protection, the broader

social consequences would be worse. And states

have an obligation to protect and promote

human rights—for all their residents.

Addressing exclusion from civic partici-
pation and citizenship rights. Many immigrants

are not citizens. For that reason they are ex-

cluded from the bundle of obligations and rights

that states and their citizens have to each other.

Without such rights immigrants lack access to the

jobs and services that help them become fully

contributing members of society. They also lack

protection from abuse. Naturalization is intended

to be the answer, but most states are beginning

to rethink their policies in response to rising

flows, temporary and circular movements and

transnational multiple identities.

Extending the civic rights traditionally as-

sociated with citizenship to non-citizens is a

critical step, as is the recognition of dual na-

tionality. Many countries, including Denmark,

the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden, have

extended voting rights to non-citizens in local

elections. In other countries, like Belgium, such

rights are likely to be extended soon. Some 30

countries now acknowledge dual nationality.

But there are also contradictory trends of re-

strictions on access to long-term residence, nat-

uralization and citizenship, and social services.

For example, California recently made it im-

possible for immigrants without legal residence

to acquire drivers’ licences, effectively exclud-

ing them from many jobs and other activities es-

sential in everyday life.

A globally interdependent world needs a

new approach to citizenship for native residents

and immigrants that incorporates the funda-

mental principles of human rights into a

multicultural strategy for advancing human

development—a strategy that benefits everyone.

* * *

States, communities, institutions and individu-

als all have to make choices:

• Should states seek to impose a homogeniz-

ing and unchanging national identity? Or

should they celebrate diversity, helping to

foster syncretic and evolving societies?

• Should communities protect tradition even

if it narrows choice and freedoms? Or should

they use their common knowledge and re-

sources for exchange and mutual benefit?

• Should international institutions persist with

rules that adhere to particular cultural and

legal traditions? Or should they recognize,

respect and promote the products and re-

sources of other cultures, strengthening the

legitimacy of institutions?

• Should individuals restrict themselves 

to singular identities? Or should they rec-

ognize themselves as part of an interlinked

humanity?

Democracy and equitable growth are im-

portant in fostering cultural inclusion. But they

are not enough. Multicultural policies for cultural

inclusion—recognizing differences, supporting

diversity and mitigating asymmetries of power—

are also needed. Individuals have to shed rigid

identities if they are to become part of a diverse

society. International institutions have to respect

other cultural traditions and create enabling con-

ditions for developing local cultural resources.

Poor countries and marginalized communities

have to be given a greater voice in negotiations

involving their cultures and rights and fair com-

pensation for the use of their resources. Only

under these circumstances will multiple and

complementary identities evolve across national

boundaries. Only then will identity and free-

dom flourish in a culturally diverse world.

Extending the civic rights

traditionally associated

with citizenship to non-

citizens is a critical step,

as is the recognition of

dual nationality 






