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H Multicultural and Plural
Societies

Most researchers in the field of ethnic relations feel that they should perform
more thanatechnical role, gathering facts which might be useful to government
in the pursuit of undisclosed policy objectives. If the ends of such policies are
subject to criticism, however, some way has to be found of distinguishing the
value standards used by researchers from those of political partisans.

VALUE ORIENTATIONS IN SOCIAL SCIENCE

These problems were discussed in 1939 by the great Swedish social scientist
Gunnar Myrdal when he wasinvited to make adefinitive study of race relations
in the United States (Myrdal 1944). The fundamental principles governing his
research were as follows:

. _mcnmu_mnmo:na&ﬂu«a5407_2moﬂnmﬂm:maonmﬂrnnnraBmunmnmnmmno:
4 of facts.

2 Itclaims not merely that such-and-such is the case but that it is necessarily
the case. That is to say, it not merely describes but explains.

3 The concept of something being necessarily the case, however, has a
special meaning in sociology. What is necessary from the point of view of
one value standpoint is not necessary from another. What is necessary from
the point of view of one interest is not necessary from the point of view of
another,

4 Sociology cannot of itself declare one value standpoint to be morally
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preferable to another. Allitcan do and whatit certainly should do is to make
its value standpoint or the state of affairs which it is taking as desirable, clear
and explicit.

In studying American race relations, Myrdal chose to ask the question, *what
structures, institutions and policies are necessary to achieve the ends set out in
the American constitution, as interpreted ?’

The key to any honest approach to policy-oriented research is to be found
in Myrdal’s fourth principle. If asked what conditions are necessary for the
successful implementation of policy, the researcher should ask for a clear
and explicit declaration of policy goals. Unfortunately, all too often, when
policy questions are posed there is no such explicitness or clarity. The
honest researcher must therefore begin with a critical review of policy goals,
focusing on what states of affairs are being held to be desirable and claiming
‘necessity’ for any policy, institution or structure only relative to the stated
goals.

What Iam going to suggest in this essay is that a new goal has become widely
accepted in British race relations, namely that of the multicultural socicty, but
that the meaning of this term remains remarkably obscure. One of the first and
central tasks of a Centre for Research in Ethnic Relations must be to clarify its
meaning, because it is in relation to the meaning given to the concept that our
various specific researches fall into place.

Multiculturalism is a new goal for British race relations. It was not discussed

much before 1968 and even today much research is directed by another and
quite different value standpoint, namely that which emphasizes equality of
individual opportunity. In theory, if not in practice, this other ideal is shared
across a wide political spectrum and is certainly the basis of much discourse in
the social service departments about social policy.
** Much ethnic relations research in Britain has concentrated very largely on
the study of inequality and racial discrimination in the spheres of housing,
employment, education and urban planning. Most of this work has served to
confirm in special institutional contexts the conclusion reached in successive
analyses of national samples carried out by the Policy Studies Institute: that in
all these spheres immigrant minorities from Asia, Africa and the West Indies
have suffered disadvantage due to racial discrimination (Daniel 1968; D. Smith
1977).

Thereis, of course,anced to continue such studiesand to locate and publicize
the origins of and responsibility for discrimination. But more and more of the
problems posed to us are not about equality and how it can be promoted, but
about the multicultural society, which prima facie at least, must mean a society
in which peopleare not equally but differently treated. If in fact we pretend that
multiculturalism and equality are the same goal under different names we are
creating precisely that kind of fuzziness which Myrdalian principles would
suggest we should avoid.

The concept of a multicultural society 207

_ Theissues which arise here originally crystallized for me when L parucipated
in the UNESCO experts meeting on the nature of racism and race prejudice in
1967 (Montague 1972). The main theme of the statement which we drew up was
about racial discrimination and inequality and how they could be overcome.
Someb H.mnr Americans onthe committee then argued that the statement should
begin with an affirmation of ‘the right to be different’. We eventually decided
to exclude such a reference because, as one member of the Steering Committee
putit, ‘every racially oppressive and segregationist government would seize on
the statement as a justification of inequality’.

It was surprising perhaps that the desire to include a reference to difference
came from black Americans. After all, the whole history of the civil rights
movement had turned upon a rejection of the Plessey versus Fergusondecision
of 1896 that facilities which were separate and segregated could nonetheless be
equal. What was evident now, however, was that black politics included
another theme. Assimilation was rejected as a sign of equality. The goal of the
black movement was to attain equality of respect for a separate black culture.

In Britain today there are many egalitarians who take a similar view. They
believe that anti-racism and the goal of equality requires that all minority
cultures should enjoy equal respect. The unfortunate thing, however, is that
because of the fuzziness of the ideal of multiculturalism, they gain apparent
support from those who aim to ensure that minorities should receive some-
thing different and inferior, the very reverse of cquality. This is particularly
true in the sphere of education.

PLURAL AND MULTICULTURAL SOCIETIES

One good way of clarifying these issues is to look at the theories which
sociologistsand anthropologists have developedin studying plural multicultural
and multiracial societies. It can be seen from these studies that [the definition
of an ideal varies widely], and it must therefore be in some very special sense
that we speak of such an ideal in contemporary conditions.

Most sociological theory had dealt with unitary societies or with conflict
within society. Furnivall broke new ground, however, with his study of the
plural society in Indonesia (Furnivall 1939). There he found different ethnic
groups living side by side but interacting with each other only in the market
place. The result of this was that, while the separate ethnic communities were
governed by the morality and the religion and the kinship order, the market
place was subject to no kind of moral control. While European capitalism had
grown mmcé_v. out of the past and was constrained by some kind of common
will, capitalism E Indonesiainvolved amarket place in which one group simply
oppressed or resisted another. The plural society was plural in two senses. One
was that each ethnic community existed separately and had its own communal
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