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Abstract:
Diversity in society can be measured along several demographic demarcation lines – including gender,
age, race, religion and ethnicity. While the principles of human dignity, equality and anti-discrimination
have been accepted as essential by all member nations of the UN, these different demographic
groups have different positions and unequal opportunities in society.
In the 20th century growing intra-regional and inter-regional mobility, especially by labor
migrants but also for humanitarian and other reasons, has resulted in the religious and ethnic
diversity of most societies increasing at a particularly fast rate. This has posed some challenges
to the cohesion of societies – particularly in societies, which traditionally have been rather
homogeneous and therefore have little experience with visible diversity among the population. At a
more extreme level, managing this “new” diversity in societies experiencing heightened tensions or
outright violent conflict necessitates particular attention. Recent examples of all types of challenges can
be found both in Europe and Asia.
In Europe, the strong commitment to equality and diversity as a positive value has not resulted in the
eradication of discrimination in either the public or the private sectors, and the disadvantaged position
of migrants and minorities continues to be a major concern. Further complicating this, the general
climate since 9/11 has changed and increasingly there are signs that racism and xenophobia,
especially in the form of anti-Semitism and Islamophobia, are reemerging with new vigor.
The post 9/11 climate arguably shows similar trends in Asia. Hostility between certain communities in
Asia has been a reality for many years, and despite the adherence by most Asian countries to the
International Charter for Human Rights, there remains a lot to be done – both at a policy level and at
the level of civil society – to actively address these issues.
There is recognition that the cohesion of an increasingly diverse society is a complex matter
and the content of proposed policies, purportedly designed to facilitate integration of
newcomers into host societies, varies among both Asian and European countries. Further, there
has also been a recognition that “incentives” need to be put in place, in order to convince civil society
and business actors to embrace diversity as an asset.
What are the various models of anti-discrimination legislation and policies that have been put in place
by governments? Can countries come to a consensus in dealing with the various manifestations of
racism and xenophobia? How can awareness of the benefits and challenges of diversity be raised at
the level of the political leadership?
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